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 Sounding History offers the first in depth analysis of Egypt’s cassette culture. 
In focusing on the social life of a single mass medium, the project presents a 
panoramic history of a modern nation-state through the window of an everyday 
technology. Over the course of five thematic chapters targeting consumer culture, the 
law, movement, taste, and material remnants, this interdisciplinary enterprise places 
cassettes, cassette players, and their diverse interlocutors into direct conversation with 
broader cultural, political, economic, and social developments unfolding primarily in 
the mid-to-late 20th century. Accordingly, a wide array of elite and ordinary actors, 
from singers and smugglers to politicians and police officers, surface in the following 
pages, which contribute to prevailing debates on technology, sound, and archives in 
and outside of Middle East studies. To intervene in these discussions, this dissertation 
makes use of primary audio, visual, and textual sources that come together to form a 
“shadow archive.” At the foundation of this archive are two state-controlled Egyptian 
magazines, which, along with other untapped materials, this endeavor reads against 
the grain to advance a recent “acoustic turn” in Middle East historiography, to broaden 
the methodological horizons of Middle East scholarship, and to elucidate what the 
vibrant biography of one technology may teach us about a society’s dynamic past. 
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION 
 
I have followed the guidelines provided by the International Journal of Middle East 
Studies (IJMES) for the transliteration of words in classical Arabic (fusha). With the 
exception of the letter !ayn (!) and the hamza glottal stop ("), I have elected to omit all 
other diacritical marks for the purpose of expediency. In terms of songs and other 
materials in colloquial Egyptian Arabic (al-!ammiyya al-misriyya), I have slightly 
modified the IJMES system by writing the letter jim (j) as gim (g) and by replacing the 
consonant qaf (q) with a hamza (") when appropriate. Proper names and places with 
well-known English spellings, such as Sadat or Cairo, have been maintained, while the 
Arabic titles of commercial ventures, like Sawt al-Qahira, have been preserved in 
transliteration. Unless otherwise noted, all transliterations are my own. 
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Introduction 
 
 In the Cairene suburb of Maadi, a small curbside kiosk, known locally as Farghali, 
supplies passersby with basic necessities. Bags of potato chips blanket the sidewalk, soft drinks 
fill a wall of refrigerators, and cartons of cigarettes line the shelves. Of all the products at the 
makeshift market, one, in particular, seems to be of noticeably less use in the summer of 2015. 
Below boxes of Johnson baby wipes and behind bags of sunflower seeds, a crowded glass 
display case, no less than six feet in height, houses hundreds, perhaps thousands, of cassette 
tapes covered in a thick coat of dust (see Image 1). The audio recordings, unlike the store’s other 
wares, range widely. Everyone from !Amr Diab, a pop music icon, to !Amr Khalid, a popular 
Islamic preacher, to the Beatles endure as material traces of a once robust cassette tape culture. 
Like the sounds they carry, the costs of the cassettes vary. Recordings of Umm Kulthum, an 
iconic singer known simply as “the lady” (al-sit) across the Middle East, sell for as much as 
E£25, while albums featuring Ahmad !Adawiya, a pioneer of popular (sha!bi) music, fetch as 
little as E£15. According to Nasser, the stand’s manager, these prices are well within reason 
since companies have ceased to manufacture cassettes. “The age of cassettes,” the proprietor 
emphatically exclaims, on more than one occasion in the same conversation, “is over” (!asr al-
kasit khalas)! Once an ordinary object, cassette tapes, he contends, are now a collector’s item. 
Although cassettes certainly no longer enjoy the same degree of popularity they once did, one 
thing holds true. The history of audiocassette technology in modern Egypt remains to be written.  
 Sounding History offers the first in depth analysis of Egypt’s cassette culture. In focusing 
on the social life of a single mass medium, this project presents a panoramic history of a modern 
nation-state through the lens of an everyday technology. Over the course of five thematic 
chapters revolving around consumer culture, the law, movement, taste, and material remnants, I  
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Image 1 A collection of cassette tapes in a Cairo kiosk (2015). Photo from author’s archive. 
 
aspire to place cassettes, cassette players, and their diverse interlocutors into direct conversation 
with broader cultural, political, economic, and social developments unfolding mainly in the mid-
to-late 20th century. Accordingly, a wide array of elite and ordinary actors, from singers and 
smugglers to politicians and police officers, surface in the following pages, which contribute to 
prevailing debates on technology, sound, and archives in and outside of Middle East studies. In 
order to intervene in these discussions, this dissertation makes use of primary audio, visual, and 
textual sources that come together to form a “shadow archive.” At the foundation of this archive 
are two state-controlled Egyptian magazines, which, along with other hitherto untapped 
materials, I read against the grain to advance a recent “acoustic turn” in Middle East 
historiography, to broaden the methodological horizons of Middle East scholarship, and to 
! $!
elucidate what the biography of one technology may teach us about a society’s vibrant past. With 
these aims in mind, Sounding History, in many ways, provides an extended caption to the 
colorful photograph above and asks what may be gained by treating the kiosk’s dusty cassettes as 
a subject of historical inquiry. 
 
Ordinary Objects: Mass Media and Middle East History 
 
 In Arjun Appadurai’s seminal edited volume, The Social Life of Things (1986), Igor 
Kopytoff makes a provocative observation concerning objects. “Biographies of things,” the 
anthropologist proposes, “can make salient what might otherwise remain obscure.” To assist 
readers in imagining what such an account may look like in practice, the writer briefly introduces 
the example of cars in Africa. By exploring the foreign technology’s transfer, purchase, use, and 
movement, he maintains, one would be able to “reveal a wealth of cultural data.”1 Since the 
publication of Kopytoff’s remarks, scholars working in multiple disciplines and localities have 
demonstrated what such biographies may contribute to our understanding of diverse historical 
contexts. To consider only a few, more recent, examples, Carl Ipsen has engaged cigarettes to 
cast light on 20th century Italian society, Kerry Ross has employed cameras to unpack the 
making of an everyday activity in Japan, and Marie Gaytán has harnessed tequila to chart the rise 
of a national emblem in Mexico.2 Meanwhile, in Middle East studies, academics have detailed 
the social life of olive oil, an ancient statue, and a sought-after stone when empires prevailed.3 
Taking a cue from the theoretical frameworks of these studies, Sounding History endeavors to 
show what the journeys of everyday technologies may add to Middle East historiography. In the 
spirit of uncovering the “wealth of cultural data” to which Kopytoff alludes, this inquiry explores 
what the story of one mass medium may teach us about the history of modern Egypt. 
! %!
 According to David Nye, historians of technology generally fall into two camps. The first 
group, “the internalists,” play the part of the inventor’s assistant, witnessing and recording their 
every action and thought, while the second cohort, “the contextualists,” concentrate on those who 
encountered things once they became available, documenting the use and reception of 
inventions.4 As David Edgerton explains, this second perspective, which he calls the “history of 
technology-in-use,” liberates researchers by enabling them to look beyond a limited set of dates, 
places, and people. “In the innovation-centric account,” Edgerton forcefully contends, “most 
places have no history of technology. In use-centred accounts, nearly everywhere does.”5 
Historians of the Middle East have crafted detailed accounts of technologies-in-action. Covering 
devices we seldom contemplate as well as enterprises that command our attention, they have 
scrutinized the social life of widely varying instruments. Cameras, timepieces, and telegraph 
lines, dams, printing presses, and means of transportation, to cite only a few items, all surface in 
this body of literature, which transcends any single historical genre, spanning the local and the 
global, the national and the imperial, the social and the cultural, the intellectual and the 
environmental.6 Collectively, the thoughtful case studies at the heart of this corpus evidence how 
the trajectories of technologies, small and large, are integral to the making of the modern Middle 
East. Notably, one area of inquiry that remains on the relative margins of this scholarship is mass 
media, or, more specifically, media technologies predating the Internet and satellite television. 
 Scholars have shed no shortage of ink on social media and its significance in relation to 
the mass uprisings that shook the Middle East a few years ago. Indeed, a quick survey of recent 
publications reveals that Facebook, Twitter, and other online platforms have supplanted al-
Jazeera as the subject of choice for many studies on the region’s media.7 Although offering 
important insights into the intersections of activism, authoritarianism, and contemporary politics, 
! &!
these works unanimously lend the impression that only the most recent media matter in Middle 
East studies. This notion, to be certain, is not restricted to accounts of the “Arab Spring.” 
Perceptive treatments of Israel’s occupation and military culture, dissent and solidarity during 
Iran’s Green Revolution, and virtual Muslim communities, similarly foreground social media, 
while astute examinations of reality shows, Ramadan programs, and religious broadcasts 
spotlight satellite television.8 Sounding History reorients prevailing discussions of media in the 
Middle East by expanding the conventional parameters of its study. It looks beyond satellite 
television and the Internet to an earlier medium in Egypt whose connections to politics, cultural 
production, and everyday life remain largely unknown and whose ability to serve as a window 
onto a dynamic society waits to be uncovered. By utilizing audiotape technology as a historical 
lens, this investigation bridges close readings of cultural products performed by anthropologists 
and broader accounts of mass media generated by historians in Middle East studies.9 Attuned to 
content and context, it invites readers to re-imagine modern Egypt as an everyday technology. 
 To date, scholars have illuminated select aspects of Egypt’s cassette culture. 
Contemporary writers have noted the role of audiotape technology in the revitalization of local 
culture in the Western Desert, the presence of censored music in cassette kiosks, and the 
enduring popularity of tapes after the dawn of compact discs.10 Additionally, academics have 
attempted to periodize the advent of cassettes, usually dating their emergence to the late 1960s, 
or, more often, the 1970s. By the mid-1980s, one author estimates, Egypt’s cassette industry 
encompassed “close to four hundred cassette companies.”11 These formal outlets produced and 
released thousands of songs, which were joined by countless other recordings on pirated tapes.12 
Together, these observations offer a small glimpse into a more expansive cassette culture.  
! '!
 Indeed, the most extensive study of audiotapes in Egypt so far is limited to Islamic 
sermons. In The Ethical Soundscape (2006), Charles Hirschkind deftly complicates discussions 
of cassettes as vessels for militant messages by scrutinizing the technology’s part in the 
fashioning of moral sensibilities. He situates cassette sermons in relation to Egypt’s wider 
Islamic Revival and sheds valuable light on the “ethical labor” undertaken by ordinary Muslim 
listeners in Cairo in the mid-1990s.13 Undoubtedly an important dimension of public piety, the 
cassettes introduced by Hirschkind account for only a fraction of the tapes circulating in Egypt at 
any one time.14 In an effort to render a more panoramic picture of audiocassette technology, this 
account navigates a diverse array of audio content, from popular (sha!bi) music to politically 
subversive anthems, resounding on tapes over multiple decades. At the same time, Sounding 
History builds upon a few other seminal explorations of audiotapes outside of Egypt, such as 
Peter Manuel’s Cassette Culture (1993), by elucidating not only the “effects” of cassettes and the 
materials on them but also broader historical matters that may appear, at first glance, to have 
little or nothing to do with cassette tapes and players.15 Accordingly, this investigation radically 
expands the prevailing biography of a mass medium to re-envision the history of modern Egypt. 
 This approach to an everyday technology in relation to Egypt’s recent past is perhaps best 
illustrated in a photograph that appeared on the popular Instagram page “everydayegypt” in May 
2017. In the black-and-white shot, a young boy, no more than 10 years of age, plays on a 
concrete rooftop in the seaside city of Alexandria (see Image 2). A “Black Stripe 3 System” 
Toshiba television accompanies the smiling child and surfaces in the image’s foreground. No 
longer possessing a screen, the aged object, acting as a window, perfectly frames the picture’s 
subject, capturing an ordinary moment in the anonymous child’s life that appears to be a scene 
from a show. Much like the television set in this photo, Sounding History harnesses audiocassette  
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Image 2 A boy plays behind a broken television (2015). Photo courtesy of Mohamed Mahdy. 
 
tapes and the devices that played them as a window onto everyday life in Egypt. Instead of 
privileging inventors, engineers, and investors, it prioritizes elite and ordinary Egyptians who 
came into contact with cassette technology once it shifted from being a concept to a commodity. 
In the process of placing cassette technology and Egyptian society into constant conversation 
with one another, broader developments, from the formation of black markets to the making of 
“modern” households to the weakening of state-controlled media, come into relief. As one 
sociologist observed, “objects do not speak for themselves.”16 The burden of imbuing inanimate 
things with a voice falls upon people. Sounding History takes up this challenge by recounting 
some of the stories cassette technology would tell if it could speak in modern Egypt. 
 
! )!
Sound Studies and Silent Scholarship 
 
 In an article published in 1994, George H. Roeder Jr., a prominent scholar of visual 
culture, encouraged his fellow historians to pay more attention to the sensory elements of the 
past. “Ours is a nearly sense-less profession,” he boldly declared in The Journal of American 
History.17 Nearly fifteen years later, Mark Smith, a leading advocate of sensory history, 
responded to this call on the pages of the same publication. In the introduction to a roundtable 
titled “Still Coming to ‘Our’ Senses,” he pointed to the “explanative power” of the senses, which 
had come to captivate historians with a wide array of interests.18 Much to the likely delight of 
Roeder and Smith, an increasing number of scholars have begun to take touch, taste, sight, smell, 
and hearing more seriously in their work since the turn of the 21st century. Indeed, in the 
inaugural issue of The Senses and Society, an academic journal launched in 2006, David Howes 
went as far as to proclaim that a “sensorial revolution” was underway in the humanities and 
social sciences.19 One key aspect of this “revolution” and resulting wave of scholarship is sound. 
 As early as 1977, R. Murray Schafer, in The Tuning of the World, introduced the term 
“soundscape” to a wider audience, a concept he defines as “any acoustic field of study.”20 It was 
not until the past couple of decades, however, when “sound studies,” whose participants 
routinely cite Shafer’s monograph as a foundational text, came to constitute a more well-defined 
field of interdisciplinary inquiry. Historians have played an incremental part in this development. 
Whether uncovering past acoustic terrains, charting the trajectories of technologies, or teasing 
out the intersections of sound, noise, science, politics, and culture, they have shed light on “the 
audible past.”21 Although these investigations, along with many others, have led one scholar to 
recently claim that “auditory history has entered the discipline with a vengeance,” the history of 
the Middle East remains firmly on the margins of this growing body of scholarship.22 This fact, 
! *!
perhaps, is no more apparent than in multiple “sound studies” readers, which neglect the region’s 
acoustic past.23 To begin to redress this imbalance, Sounding History examines the materiality, 
making, and meaning of sounds through the lens of audiocassette tape technology in Egypt. 
 Historians of the Middle East have long overlooked the acoustic as a site of serious 
engagement. In a recent article, Ziad Fahmy calls attention to the “soundproof, devocalized 
narratives of the past” produced by historians of the Arab world.24 Elaborating on this critique, 
Jonathan Shannon has observed that “[e]ven the majority of ethnographic texts on the region 
depict its residents as living in near silence,” while Andrea Stanton and Carole Woodall have 
questioned how sound may feature more prominently in Middle East studies.25 In the case of 
modern Egypt, the ease with which many academics write about society, culture, and everyday 
life without interrogating the auditory is especially striking. To consider only one notable 
example, in his sweeping history of Egyptian culture Paul Starkey cites no less than ten 
periodicals and fifty literary works, but only two radio stations and three singers. In the event 
that theater surfaces in his authoritative discussion, it is often in relation to the productions 
penned by playwrights rather than the performances of them.26 Ultimately, such one-dimensional 
narratives reveal only a fragment of people’s sensory worlds, since, as Steven Connor correctly 
observes, “[t]he senses are multiply related,” and as such, “we rarely if ever apprehend the world 
through one sense alone.”27 Building on the recent efforts of scholars undertaking audible 
histories of the Middle East, Sounding History investigates how Egypt’s cassette tape culture 
may serve as a novel springboard for writing a multi-sensory history of the modern nation-
state.28 In so doing, it advances a nascent “acoustic turn” in Middle East historiography and 
explores how the study of sound may enrich our understanding of the modern Middle East. 
! "+!
 To be certain, Middle East studies is not a noiseless enterprise. Anthropologists, 
(ethno)musicologists, and religious studies experts, for example, have exhibited a greater interest 
in sound than historians, especially in relation to Islam and state-sanctioned culture. Since the 
turn of the 21st century, discussions of “audible Islam” have assumed multiple forms.29 Building 
on earlier accounts of Muslim preachers and Qur"anic recitation, scholars have unpacked specific 
sounds, such as the call to prayer (al-adhan), in addition to the formation of pious 
communities.30 The resulting analyses introduce readers to preachers, performers, and ordinary 
believers in mosques, festivals, and several other settings, where sound and Islam intersect 
around the world. With respect to the Middle East, academics have illuminated the responses of 
Muslim authorities to music and new technologies, the use of media to strengthen and subvert 
religious gatekeepers, and the ways by which everyday objects transmit and reshape the ethics-
laden messages they relay.31 Whether embracing the idea of a “Muslim public sphere,” a 
“Muslim cultural sphere,” an “Islamic counterpublic,” or another faith-centric framework, 
writers have regularly adopted Islam as an overarching reference that demarcates the boundaries 
of their scholarship and, ultimately, limits the scope of their contributions to the study of the 
Middle East and its acoustic terrains.32 Although enjoying a disproportionate amount of attention 
from scholars, “Islamic sounds,” in the case of Egypt’s cassette culture, constituted only a small 
percentage of the content available to listeners. Audiotape technology, therefore, presents a 
valuable opportunity to look (and listen) beyond Islam when unpacking Egypt’s soundscape. 
 In addition to reorienting discussions of sound and Islam, Sounding History aims to 
enhance prevailing treatments of cultural production in the Middle East. At the start of her 
seminal study on Umm Kulthum, a leading emblem of “high” Egyptian culture, Virginia 
Danielson makes a simple yet significant observation. “Listening,” she states, “begins with the 
! ""!
choice to pay attention to certain sounds rather than others.”33 In Middle East studies, state-
sanctioned musicians have inspired numerous explorations that evidence a clear preoccupation 
with the same actors deemed important by political authorities and cultural gatekeepers. 
Fulfilling the suggestion of Magdi Naguib, an Egyptian poet and music critic who proposed that 
one could uncover Egypt on a “human, historical and artistic” level through Umm Kulthum’s 
voice, scholars like Danielson, Laura Lohman, and Ramadan Sa!d have detailed the singer’s 
career.34 Meanwhile, other writers have documented the trajectories of some of her most revered 
contemporaries.35 Collectively, this literature succeeds in highlighting the fashioning of select 
actors as national icons, the development of a burgeoning music industry, and the relationships 
between performers and ruling elites who benefited from one another’s presence. At the same 
time, the limited breadth of this corpus leads one to wonder about artists who were not routinely 
praised but are nevertheless popular in the Middle East.36 In the spirit of expanding the 
parameters of this literature, this inquiry offers a counter history of cultural production in modern 
Egypt. By placing subversive and state-sponsored voices into conversation with one another, and 
by bringing performers and producers into the historical fold who do not enjoy exhaustive 
biographies, public monuments, street signs, specially-minted coins, or an enduring presence in 
state-controlled media, a more nuanced snapshot of Egypt’s acoustic past is possible. 
 In the preface to the English translation of Les Cloches de la Terre (1994), Alain Corbin, 
a pioneer in the field of sensory history, entices readers with a curious opening comment. “Many 
will be astonished,” he suggests, “at the idea of treating bell ringing as a subject of historical 
investigation, and yet it offers us privileged access to the world we have lost.”37 Corbin’s remark, 
which precedes his exploration of bells and their significance in 19th century France, resonates 
with the historical study at hand. Set in a different place, at another point in time, Sounding 
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History contends that the social life of a second technology offers “privileged access” to a period 
of Egypt’s past that, in many ways, is unchartered waters for historians. This project approaches 
the study of sound through three interconnected angles. First, it underscores the materiality of 
cassette technology. By bringing tapes and the machines that played them into view in Egypt, it 
provincializes histories of recording technologies that prioritize the “West” and raises questions 
with regards to the preservation of cultural heritage.38 Second, it scrutinizes the lifecycle of 
cassette technology. In the course of attending to major recording labels and smaller cassette 
ventures, public figures and ordinary listeners, it sheds light on several processes, including the 
production, circulation, and use of cassette tapes and players, which prove integral not only to 
Egypt’s acoustic culture but also serve as windows onto Egypt’s history. Lastly, it investigates 
the importance of certain sounds. Here, particular attention is paid to popular (sha!bi) songs, 
which Egyptian critics held responsible for the downfall of high culture, and an incendiary 
anthem whose lyrics contested the Egyptian government’s “official story” of a political 
spectacle. In taking into account the materiality, making, and meaning of sounds, Sounding 
History contributes to an ongoing conversation on sound in and outside of Middle East studies. 
 
Assembling Evidence: Egypt’s “Shadow Archive” 
 
 Missing documents, censored periodicals, restrictive clearances, and shuttered state 
archives are among the myriad of obstacles scholars inevitably confront when writing histories 
of Egypt after the ascent of the Free Officers in 1952. In light of these challenges, it is not 
surprising that earlier periods of Egypt's past, such as the British Occupation, have received 
considerably more attention from historians than the second half of the 20th century. In the spirit 
of discussing how one may paint a richer picture of Egypt's recent history in the absence of the 
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Egyptian National Archives (Dar al-Watha!iq al-Qawmiyya), where records following the fall of 
the monarchy are unavailable to researchers, this dissertation critically considers a number of 
pressing questions. What “alternative archives” are available to historians and how may the 
events, actors, and ideas surfacing in these diverse collections enrich accounts of Egypt under 
Nasser, Sadat, and Mubarak? What opportunities exist for interdisciplinary scholarship on this 
dynamic historical period and what new insights may such investigations yield? How may 
individuals working outside of formal repositories contribute to prevailing discussions of 
archives, official histories, and counter narratives in Egypt and well beyond its borders? With 
these inquiries in mind, Sounding History aims, on the one hand, to demonstrate how one may 
unpack an era of Egypt's history that has yet to be sufficiently explored, and, on the other hand, 
to catalyze a conversation on archives and the writing of history in Middle East studies. 
 With a few notable exceptions, scholars of the modern Middle East have yet to join their 
colleagues working on places as disparate as Indonesia, Peru, and France in what has been 
termed by Ann Laura Stoler as the “archival turn,” a theoretical shift from treating archives as 
“sources” for producing scholarship to positioning archives as “subjects” of scholarship.39 
Historians, in particular, engage surprisingly little in what Kirsten Weld has called “archival 
thinking,” an interdisciplinary mode of inquiry that compels its practitioners to place archives “at 
the heart of…research questions rather than simply relegating them to footnotes and 
parentheses.”40 In the event that historians of the modern Middle East do address archives at any 
length, it is often in the context of absence, scarcity, or the security sector. As early as 1975, 
Ibrahim !Abduh described the difficulties of writing on Nasser’s Egypt, a task plagued by “lost” 
documents, inaccessible sites, and scattered materials monopolized by individuals.41 For all of 
these reasons, !Abduh pointedly contended, it is a “history without archives” (tarikh bila 
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watha!iq). More recently, Anthony Gorman has identified a “dearth of documents” when it 
comes to historicizing post-monarchical Egypt, while Khaled Fahmy has highlighted what is lost 
when historical research is a matter of “national security” in contemporary Egypt and Omnia 
Shakry has discussed the “impermeability” of post-colonial archives across the Middle East.42 
 This study reorients these discussions by adopting a different approach to archives. More 
specifically, Sounding History introduces and scrutinizes Egypt’s “shadow archive,” a collection 
of visual, textual, and audio materials that exist outside of the Egyptian National Archives. 
Drawing inspiration from an article by Jean Allman on Ghana’s “shadow archive,” which 
consists exclusively of “formal” holdings in foreign archives, libraries, and research centers, my 
use of the term departs from hers insofar as it encompasses primary sources from both “official” 
and “informal” settings, ranging from street markets and public libraries to private holdings and 
commercial enterprises.43 In so doing, this undertaking endeavors to craft a richer picture of 
Egypt’s past and to expand the methodological horizons of Middle East scholarship. 
 One of the sources at the center of this “shadow archive” is the state-controlled Egyptian 
press. Over the past decade, historians have increasingly turned to magazines and newspapers to 
make sense of modern Egypt. Building on Beth Baron’s pioneering analysis of women’s 
journals, Hanan Kholoussy, Ziad Fahmy, and Michael Gasper, for example, have availed Arabic-
language periodicals to rethink gender, nationalism, and collective identity under British colonial 
rule.44 In an effort to show what the press stands to offer to a more recent period of Egypt’s past, 
Sounding History provides a sustained reading of two leading state-controlled magazines, which 
covered a wide array of cultural, political, economic, and social affairs on a weekly basis during 
the final three decades of the 20th century.45 The first of these periodicals, Ruz al-Yusuf, adopted 
the name of its actress-founder and surfaced in 1925.46 Initially committed to artistic matters, the 
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publication began to devote more attention to politics by 1926 and soon became one of the most 
prominent magazines in Egypt. This success, in part, was due to its editor, Muhammad al-Tabi!i, 
who ultimately left Ruz al-Yusuf in 1934 to establish a second weekly, Akhir Sa!a, which 
similarly amassed a large audience.47 On 24 May 1960, both periodicals were nationalized in 
accordance with Law Number 156 for the “Organization of the Press” (Tanzim al-Sahafa).48  
 As a result of this legal measure, which ushered in an era of direct oversight, the Egyptian 
press, one scholar mourns, “becomes less valuable as a source for critical commentary.”49 What 
was once a “voice,” another historian laments, turned into an “echo.”50 Notwithstanding such 
assessments, this dissertation aims to illustrate how state-controlled magazines, like Ruz al-Yusuf 
and Akhir Sa!a, may yet be read against the grain to reveal valuable insights into Egyptian 
society. What this reading looks like in practice will gain greater clarity in the chapters to follow, 
but, for the time being, one example is perhaps beneficial. Consider two letters to the editors. 
The first appears in Akhir Sa!a on 18 May 1988.51 Its author, Salah Mitwali, resides at a distance 
from Cairo in the province of al-Sharqiyya. The subject of the document is Cairo Radio. Like the 
Egyptian town, Salah explains, Cairo Radio has transformed from a producer into a consumer. 
Instead of creating new content, he claims, it “lives on the melodious morsels of the giants of 
tarab who have since left our world.”52 To redress this situation, Salah urges Cairo Radio to 
return to being a producer of “refined” songs. Less than two months later, a second note on the 
same topic emerged in Ruz al-Yusuf.53 In fact, with the exception of the title and the author, the 
item matches the earlier text to the letter. What could explain this puzzling occurrence?   
 Although it is possible that the citizen behind the more recent message read Salah’s letter 
and agreed with his critique to such an extent that he decided to re-submit it, nearly verbatim, it 
is more likely that these two documents originated from the editors, not the readers, of the state-
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controlled magazines. As will become clear in chapter 4, Ruz al-Yusuf and Akhir Sa!a both 
popularized attacks on audiocassettes deemed to be “vulgar” by Egyptian critics, who, at times, 
looked to state-controlled Egyptian radio as a means to protect and elevate “public taste.” Thus, 
what appears to be a simple case of plagiarism at first glance, may actually serve as a window 
onto a larger discussion concerning cultural production, media technology, and taste in Egypt. 
 If not for an in-depth, issue-by-issue, reading of Ruz al-Yusuf and Akhir Sa!a, over an 
extended period of time, it is likely that the similarities between the above letters would have 
gone unnoticed. More importantly, the full potential of the Egyptian press as a historical source 
would remain unrealized. Drawing on extensive runs of magazines from multiple collections, 
including the Moshe Dayan Center’s Arabic Press Archive in Tel Aviv and the Netherlands-
Flemish Institute in Cairo’s Library, this dissertation mobilizes editorials, advertisements, crime 
reports, cartoons, celebrity news, court cases, and pictures, among other items in the popular 
press, to chart broader historical debates and developments that often rest on the margins of 
secondary literature. In addition to harnessing state-controlled Egyptian periodicals, this history 
employs films, memoirs, foreign newspapers, consular reports, personal photographs, private 
papers, and oral interviews. Likewise, it makes use of audiotapes, the colorful sleeves that encase 
them, the commercial catalogues that market them, and the diverse places that contain them. 
 On many occasions, these sources manifested in a haphazard manner, whether turning up 
in a pile of personal ephemera at the “Ezbekiya Wall” (Sur al-Ezbekiya), a sprawling paper 
market atop a bustling metro station in downtown Cairo, or appearing in kiosks, bookstores, or 
antique shops across the capital. In this regard, Lucie Ryzova’s concept of the “Ezbekiya 
methodology” is particularly poignant. Instead of directing historians to things they “should look 
for after defining a research project,” this approach, she explains, “gives one a fairly good idea of 
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what there is: what generations of people left behind.”54 Expanding this concept beyond the 
paper market after which it is named, Sounding History wields materials that escape formal 
collections as well as those that complete them. In the process of doing so, it not only bridges 
multiple sorts of sites, but challenges conventional understandings of what constitutes an 
“archive” in Middle East studies and reveals a richer picture of daily life in modern Egypt. 
 
Sounding History: An Overview 
 
 In lieu of adopting a rigid chronological approach to Egypt’s past, Sounding History 
operates as a mix tape. Each track, or chapter, revolves around a particular theme. Starting in 
chapter 1, I chart the making of Egypt’s cassette culture in relation to a burgeoning culture of 
consumption in the mid-to-late 20th century. I begin with a low-resolution photograph of three 
men posing with a cassette radio. After recounting the image’s recent circulation on social 
media, I consider how the picture’s story and the scene it presents may serve as a point of 
departure for writing a social history of Anwar Sadat’s infitah, or economic opening, and its 
initial aftermath under Husni Mubarak. In the course of exploring how ordinary and elite 
Egyptians came into contact with audiotapes and cassette players – in print, abroad, and at home 
– I argue that the technology’s commercial life may elucidate wider historical phenomena. These 
matters range from the making of the “modern home” and the material impact of migrant 
workers to the creation of “coveted” commodities and the crossroads of leisure and technology. 
By unraveling these topics, among others, this chapter offers an alternative history of economic 
change, spotlights the origins of Egypt’s cassette culture, and advances discussions of consumers 
and consumption, which take a back seat to workers and work, in Middle East historiography. 
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 If chapter 1 prioritizes the outward appearance of a robust commercial landscape for 
cassette technology, chapter 2 illuminates some of its inner dynamics. Paying particular attention 
to the “criminal biography” of cassette technology, I scrutinize two major practices: theft and 
smuggling. After opening with the disappearance of a tape from a car in Cairo, I investigate the 
theft of cassette players from stores, vehicles, and private residences across the capital. Based on 
a counter reading of what I call “popular crime reports,” I show how stories praising the security 
sector and publicizing the falls of thieves in the press actually reveal a thriving black market for 
cassette devices. One pivotal aspect of this space concerns its boundaries, which, I claim, blur 
the line between “legal” and “illegal” channels for the acquisition of cassette players and other 
consumer items. This theme of the law and its limits, in turn, carries over to my discussion of 
smuggling. Beginning with the “all-seeing” customs official, who reportedly secured Egypt’s 
borders, I proceed to explore how citizens wielded and flouted the law to smuggle cassette 
players and countless other goods into Egypt. Through navigating places like Port Sa!id’s Free 
Zone, Cairo’s Airport, and an infamous street, I reorient drug centric accounts of smuggling in 
the Middle East by uncovering the suspect transit of ordinary things. In addressing both theft and 
smuggling, chapter 2 enhances the making of Egypt’s cassette culture and presents two of the 
key collisions between cassette interlocutors and public figures under Sadat and Mubarak. 
 These historical encounters, to be certain, assumed many shapes and forms. In addition to 
thieves and smugglers, other Egyptians harnessed cassette technology in ways that piqued the 
interest and ire of local authorities. Although the details of these exchanges vary, they arguably 
share the same foundation. Contrary to popular belief, audiotape technology, I maintain, de-
centralized state-controlled Egyptian media long before the advent of al-Jazeera and the Internet. 
By enabling any citizen to become a cultural producer, as opposed to a mere consumer, the mass 
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medium and its users generate important questions with regards to politics, class, and cultural 
production. These subjects, accordingly, take center stage in the rest of Sounding History.  
 Recently, historians of the Middle East have increasingly embraced movement as a 
powerful analytical lens for re-imagining the region and its study. In chapter 3, I contribute to 
this literature by analyzing the circulation of cassette technology in the contexts of piracy and a 
subversive song. My mobile analysis begins with a court case involving two of Egypt’s leading 
artists and a third performer who managed to legally “steal” their music. Once unpacking this 
fascinating dispute, I detail the steps taken by musicians, police officers, and company 
executives to eradicate fraudulent cassettes, before exploring how various actors hampered these 
efforts by engaging in multiple forms of piracy. In the second half of the chapter, I pivot to the 
making of an “ordinary icon,” Shaykh Imam, whose voice traveled widely on non-commercial 
cassettes, recorded, distributed, and copied by listeners. I pay particular attention to one of 
Imam’s productions, which was inspired by Sadat’s warm reception of Richard Nixon in the 
summer of 1974, and directly challenged the Egyptian government’s “official story” of the 
sonorous spectacle. This anthem, notably, circulated on informal tapes at a distance from the ears 
of state censors and illustrates how cassette technology served as a powerful tool to not only 
criticize ruling regimes but also to counter the very narratives engineered by their proponents. 
 In chapter 4, another subject that the movement of cassette technology inflamed comes 
into relief, namely, the alleged demise of taste. During the final three decades of the 20th 
century, the material circulating on cassettes in Egypt led many local commentators to blame 
audiotapes they found to be “vulgar” for poisoning public taste, undermining high culture, and 
endangering Egyptian society. This chapter breaks down these arguments and shows that 
cassettes actually broadcast a vast variety of voices, from popular performers shunned by the 
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radio to national icons enjoying the support of cultural and political gatekeepers. Thus, 
underlying many criticisms of cassettes, I contend, was not merely a concern for the “wellbeing” 
of citizens but also a desire to dictate who created “culture” and what constituted “art” during a 
time of tremendous change. In the first half of this chapter, I focus on the work performed by 
vulgarizing certain cassettes and their creators in print, and situate these discussions in relation to 
the attempts of three state-controlled mechanisms to forge “cultured” citizens on-the-ground. In 
the second half of the chapter, I introduce the diverse content on cassettes. I explore the career of 
a singer who embodied “vulgar” tapes, Ahmad !Adawiya, and investigate the efforts of Sawt al-
Qahira, a state-controlled recording label, to elevate public taste through “refined” cassettes. 
Lastly, I consider the fluidity of “vulgarity” as a historical concept from the perspective of 
!Adawiya’s changing legacy. By casting light on Egypt’s “vulgar soundscape,” chapter 4 
reorients discussions of sound and popular culture in the shadows of Sadat and Mubarak. 
 Chapter 5 brings this history of cassette technology and modern Egypt up to the 21st 
century by addressing the material remnants of a once robust cassette tape culture. Following in 
the footsteps of anthropologists who have utilized oral interviews to write innovative histories of 
the Middle East, and taking a cue from select historians who have made use of ethnographic 
methods to uncover a more vivid picture of the past, I draw upon the marginalized voices of a 
cassette merchant, a library director, and an electronics dealer to provide a micro-history of 
cassette technology in Egypt. In the first of three case studies that support this chapter, I detail 
the making of a cassette entrepreneur, whose private papers and personal recollections offer 
valuable insights into the production, circulation, and censorship of audiotapes. Next, I scrutinize 
the mission, holdings, and trajectory of Cairo’s Music Library, which contains an impressive 
collection of audiocassettes that raise important questions with respect to the preservation of 
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Egypt’s cultural heritage. Lastly, I tackle the history of a cassette label that no longer exists. In 
conversations with the former establishment’s founder and owner, I further unpack Egypt’s 
cassette market from the ground-up and elaborate upon the ideas of inclusion and exclusion 
when its comes to archiving and studying Egypt’s acoustic past. In covering the lives of 
audiotapes and their interlocutors, chapter 5 paves the way for future “ethnographies of sound” 
that are historically rigorous and attuned to ordinary people and their productive memories. 
 Instead of ending a conversation, the conclusion of Sounding History strives to spark one. 
Opening with the physical traces of Egypt’s cassette culture introduced in chapter 5, I take a 
closer look at audiotape technology on social media, where cassettes and cassettes players haunt 
a number of photographs on two popular Instagram pages. In conversation with these pictures, I 
contemplate the future of Middle Eastern media past and ask how historians may write about 
records, radio, and other mass mediums in such a manner that rescues them from being 
Instagram ghosts and speaks to broader historical matters. With these two challenges in mind, let 
us now begin to re-imagine Egypt’s recent past through the window of an everyday technology. 
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Chapter One 
 
Selling Sounds: Leisure, Consumer Culture, and Material Terrains 
 
 On the morning of 9 January 2017, at 7:41 a.m., a low-resolution, black-and-white 
photograph surfaced on “Old Things” (Hagat !Adima), a popular Egyptian Facebook page 
committed to showcasing “all that is beautiful enough to stir the sorrow of all generations.”1 In 
the grainy shot, three men, sporting loose-fitting robes, pose with a cassette radio. The scene 
seems to be staged and its subjects show little emotion. Two of the figures stand rigidly in the 
back before a blank canvas, while the third sits in front of them with the tape player atop his lap. 
As much as the shot reveals, it conceals. The actors remain anonymous, the location mysterious, 
and the motivation for taking such a picture in the first place unknown. A comedic caption 
accompanying the picture provided little in the way of answers. “People photographing holding 
an iPhone 6,” the writer jests, “will see themselves like this after a couple of years.”  
 Once posted online, the photograph of the three men snowballed. Countless Facebook 
users circulated it near and far, “sharing” the item more than 15,000 times in only a matter of 
days. One of the settings where the intriguing picture reappeared was “Farouk of Egypt” (Faruq 
Misr), a second Facebook page with a far larger audience than “Old Things.” After being shared 
by the site’s administrator on January 10, the shot went on to amass a staggering 25,000 “likes” 
and nearly 700 “comments” in less than 48 hours.2 The nature of these remarks varied from the 
satirical to the historical to the personal. Some commentators mocked the tape player’s presence, 
while others confirmed the machine’s popularity in Egyptian households and recalled how many 
citizens returned to Egypt from elsewhere in the Middle East with cassette devices in hand. One 
man’s statements, however, departed from the rest. He claimed to know the people in the photo. 
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 Joining the online conversation, a user by the name of Ashraf Bakr tried to offer some 
clarity to an otherwise obscure portrait. Hours after the image turned up on “Farouk of Egypt,” 
he maintained that the digitized relic originated from Iraq, where the three men were residing at a 
distance from their home city of Girga in the Upper Egyptian province of Sohag. Prior to 
returning to their homeland, he elaborated, they purchased the cassette radio from a local shop 
and decided to take a picture with it. Eager to unpack this story a bit further, I reached out to 
Ashraf with a few questions. When, exactly, was the photo taken? Who snapped it? How much 
did the cassette radio cost? And why did the men exhibit the technology? In reply, he explained 
that the photo-op unfolded in the city of Ramadi in central Iraq in 1975.3 As for the shot’s 
subjects, the men were construction workers and friends of Ashraf’s father, who led them on a 
shopping expedition in the run-up to their imminent return to Egypt. In “Ishtar Electronics Shop” 
the workers used part of their savings to purchase the cassette player for 20 Iraqi Dinars, a 
relatively affordable sum in comparison to the product’s price back in Egypt. Ashraf, then in the 
fourth grade, joined the group on the outing and remembered a subsequent stop at a photo studio 
next door. There, he saw his father’s friends proudly display their “big” purchase, second only to 
a black and white television at the time, and witnessed a basic camera with a trailing black cloth 
capture the picture that ended up on Facebook more than four decades later (see Image 1.1). 
 In addition to enchanting Facebook users, this photo and the recollections it inspired 
introduce several key themes at the center of this chapter and Egypt’s modern history. The image 
calls attention to migrant workers and changing material landscapes, the development of a 
burgeoning consumer culture that existed within and outside of Egypt’s national borders, the 
allure surrounding certain commodities, the intersections of leisure and media technologies, and 
the movement of cassette players. Additionally, it highlights the usefulness of photographs as 
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historical documents, which, if read carefully, may reveal more than what they physically 
picture. The discussion to follow investigates these topics in greater detail and begins in the 
1970s, when an “old” technology was “new” and when such images signaled the upward 
mobility of those who were photographed by visually indexing their purchasing power. 
 
 
Image 1.1 Three Egyptians pose with a cassette radio. Source: https://  
www.facebook.com /king.farouk.faroukmisr (accessed 11 January 2017). 
 
 In comparison to workers and work, consumers and consumption have traditionally 
attracted less attention from historians of the modern Middle East. Indeed, in the case of Egypt, 
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one need only consider any number of detailed studies on unions, guilds, industries, and labor 
politics to begin to gain a sense of this scholarly imbalance.4 Although such accounts are 
undoubtedly useful for unpacking questions of identity, nationalism, and class formation, among 
other subjects, they collectively lend the impression that work constitutes an important area of 
inquiry while shopping does not.5 More recently, some historians have begun to challenge this 
perception by conducting creative investigations of particular commodities, consumer practices, 
and commercial institutions in Egypt and across the greater Middle East, yet much work remains 
to be done.6 In the spirit of advancing these interventions, this chapter embarks on a history of 
consumer culture and its attendant processes (manufacturing, marketing, circulation, acquisition, 
product use) in relation to a once coveted object: audiocassette technology. Accordingly, it takes 
readers on a journey from storeroom floors as far away as the Arabian Peninsula to recreational 
haunts in Egypt. In so doing, it demonstrates how the commercial life of a single material item 
may cast fresh light on broader historical matters during a period of tremendous change. 
 At the same time, this exploration offers a novel social and cultural history of Egypt’s 
“economic opening” under Anwar Sadat (r. 1970-1981), and its early aftermath under Husni 
Mubarak (r. 1981-2011). To date, historians have tended to approach this seminal initiative and 
its consequences through numerical outcomes, state policies, and failed programs.7 By painting a 
more vivid, panoramic picture of Egyptian society through the lens of an expanding consumer 
culture, as it was experienced by elite and ordinary citizens from across the socio-economic 
spectrum, this account at once enriches and departs from conventional narratives of the infitah 
and its top-down economic dimensions. In order to contribute to the aforementioned debates in 
Egypt’s history and Middle East studies, more broadly, this chapter relies upon a wide range of 
textual and visual materials, including advertisements, newspaper columns, magazine articles, 
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movies, memoirs, published pictures, and private photographs from family albums that have 
since fallen apart. By critically harnessing this diverse set of sources, which converge to form a 
“shadow archive,” the chapter at hand undertakes a history of Egypt through the window of 
cassette tape technology and sheds light on the making of Egypt’s cassette culture. 
 
Migrant Workers and Material Landscapes 
 
 In an innovative exploration of commodity politics in late colonial Egypt, Nancy 
Reynolds investigates what she calls the “retail geography” of downtown Cairo. In the process of 
navigating the capital’s quarters, markets, and department stores, she demonstrates that what it 
meant to be “Egyptian” was neither static nor well-defined in the first half of the 20th century.8 
Building on the concept of “retail geography,” this section opens with a more panoramic terrain 
that both incorporates and transcends Cairo and Egypt during a later period of economic change 
in the 1970s and the 1980s. Unlike Reynold’s analysis, which revolves around a number of 
consumer goods, the commercial life of a single commodity – audiotape technology – takes pride 
of place. In the course of uncovering the commercial landscape of cassette players, particular 
attention is paid to the object’s production, circulation, and sale in and outside of Egypt, and how 
these processes may enrich conventional studies of Egypt’s economic opening and expanding 
consumer culture. With these dual objectives in mind, our discussion begins abroad, with a key 
dimension of Egypt’s economy and an important aspect of cassette consumption. 
 As a result of the oil boom of the 1970s, a lack of economic opportunities at home, and 
the loosening of emigration measures, many Egyptians traveled abroad in search of work and in 
an effort to secure a better livelihood under Sadat and, later, Mubarak. Due to the absence of 
reliable statistics, it is difficult to pinpoint the exact number of Egyptians working abroad in the 
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1970s and the 1980s, but, according to one estimate, approximately 500,000 citizens found 
employment in oil-producing Arab states by the mid-1970s, a twenty-five-fold increase from 
those laboring in the same countries in the 1950s.9 By the early 1980s, it is widely reported, the 
total number of Egyptians living in “economic exile” had climbed to 3 million, or approximately 
1 in every 15 citizens.10 Those who migrated – whether for a few of months or for several years – 
have received surprisingly little attention from historians of Egypt and broader the Middle East. 
The minimal ink that has been spilt on this mobile population generally focuses on the 
significant sums of cash they sent back home. According to one estimate from 1979, expats 
transferred $1.7 billion a year to Egypt, more than triple the earnings from the Suez Canal in 
1978.11 Only seven years later, these remittances allegedly increased to $6-$10 billion, a sum 
that exceeded the revenues from cotton, tourism, exported oil, and the Suez Canal, combined.12 
In reality, these amounts were likely even higher, since not all funds entered Egypt legally.  
 Although remittances certainly constitute an important dimension of Egyptian migration 
and Egypt’s economy during this dynamic period, they comprise only one of the many threads of 
these interconnected stories. Egyptians working abroad, for instance, did not merely mail money 
to friends, colleagues, and family members. Teachers and doctors, engineers and bureaucrats, 
farmers and construction workers, among others from across the socio-economic ladder, 
acquired consumer goods that made their way on wheels, wings, and waves to Egyptian soil. 
These purchases, in turn, visibly altered the material landscapes of cities and villages, from Siwa 
to Suez and Alexandria to Aswan. To begin to gauge the sheer number of objects pouring into 
Egypt, it is useful to consider a report on the return of Egyptian migrants in Akhir Sa"a. In the 
article, Mahmud !Uthman, the President of Egypt Air’s Merchandise Sector as well as Cairo 
Airport’s freight hold, claims that 512,000 parcels, weighing approximately 12 million 
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kilograms, passed through his transit area in the first six months of 1982 alone, an impressive 
increase from the 380,000 packages received by the airport in all of 1981.13 As was the case with 
the quantities of cash posted by migrants, these line items, again, were in all likelihood greater. 
Travelers, after all, carried things on their person and in their suitcases that never entered cargo 
bays, while other actors on-the-move, as we will see in chapter 2, strategically wielded and 
openly flouted the law to smuggle a wide array of items across Egypt’s porous borders. Among 
the more common consumer goods Egyptians purchased abroad were audiocassette players. 
 In the spring of 1976, a reporter for Ruz al-Yusuf opened an article by posing a rhetorical 
question. “If you ask any Egyptian traveling abroad about what he will buy first,” the writer 
asserts, “he will immediately answer you: a cassette player.”14 According to the journalist, 
illustrators lent credence to this phenomenon by often depicting Egyptian returnees with a smile 
on their face and with two devices in hand: a television and a cassette player. To be certain, 
Egyptians on the payroll of popular magazines were not the only ones aware of this common 
occurrence. Writing from Cairo nearly three years later, in the summer of 1979, a foreign 
correspondent for The New York Times noted the abundance of electronics on passenger jets 
carrying Egypt-bound migrants. “The aisles of airliners flying workers home,” he observed, “are 
invariably jammed with radios, cassette recorders, blenders, and television sets.”15 One of the 
easiest places to procure audiocassette players beyond Egypt’s borders was the Arabian 
Peninsula. Whether studying, vacationing, visiting relatives, performing the annual Muslim 
pilgrimages (hajj and !umra), or pursuing paid openings abroad, Egyptians were able to purchase 
audiotape technology from leading international companies with local agents across the Red Sea. 
 Both National and Toshiba, two Japanese competitors, listed locations for stores selling 
cassette players in Saudi Arabia prior to publicizing addresses in Egypt on the pages of Ruz al-
! $)!
Yusuf and Akhir Sa"a. In a series of advertisements from 1975, Muhammad Jamil Harun 
Dahlawa (National’s agent) and al-Zaqzuq and al-Matbuli (Toshiba’s agent) alerted readers to 
the device’s presence in several cities across the Kingdom, including Mecca, Medina, Jedda, 
Riyadh, al-Ta"if, and al-Dammam.16 Similarly, Samsung, a South Korean rival, made inroads in 
the Gulf before identifying a licensed representative in Egypt. As early as 1980, the company 
directed Egyptians to their branch in Kuwait, where customers were free to browse and buy a 
wide array of cassette radios.17 The conspicuous consumption in which many Egyptians engaged 
in the Gulf is readily evident in a Ruz al-Yusuf cartoon from 1971. The illustration centers on a 
rural villa and satirizes the murals that commemorate some citizens’ pilgrimages to Saudi 
Arabia. In addition to the phrases “Allahu Akbar” (God is Great) and “hajj mabrur” (a blessed 
pilgrimage), images of an electric blender, wristwatch, transistor radio, and reel-to-reel tape 
player, soon to be surpassed by the compact cassette recorder, appear on the building’s exterior, 
a space traditionally occupied by pictures of the ka"ba and the pilgrim’s journey.18 In addition to 
mocking the commercial activities of religious wayfarers, the sketch clearly conveys the material 
gains to be made by Egyptians in the Gulf, where the acquisition of cassette technology was so 
common that it even enjoys some traction in Egyptian cinema.19 At the same time, the Arabian 
Peninsula was not the only place to purchase the increasingly popular machines. The greater 
Middle East presented Egyptians with no shortage of other outlets to pick up cassette players.  
 Near the beginning of 1985, a foreign correspondent for The Washington Post ventured 
outside of Cairo to witness, first-hand, how economic migrants were changing the material 
terrain of Egypt’s countryside. In the village of Dahshour, 40 kilometers south of the capital, the 
reporter spoke with a young man who had returned from Libya not too long ago. Courtesy of a 
three-year stint abroad as a farmhand, the worker had accrued enough money to marry, build a 
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house, buy more land, purchase a television set, and amass some livestock back in Egypt. “He 
even has a cassette recorder,” the journalist relayed, with an air of amusement, at the end of the 
vignette.20 In this regard, the local informant was not alone. As early as 1975, a fellow writer for 
The New York Times explained how many Egyptians working in Libya, Lebanon, Iraq, and the 
Gulf returned home with “cars, refrigerators, television sets, radios, and other scarce items that 
they sell at great profit.”21 Based on the publication’s date, it is likely that a number of these 
radios contained cassette decks. On the frequent flow of cassette players across Egypt’s national 
borders, a local cultural critic who came of age between Cairo and Upper Egypt in the 1970s 
recalls in his memoir how peasants, builders, and other simple laborers from a small village 
would return with “customary” gifts after heading not to the Gulf but to Libya. Cassette players, 
he explains, accompanied these travelers on such a regular basis that their regional passage 
inspired a popular song, which opened with the lines: “Here came the Libyan, he brought a 
recorder and it broke.”22 Thus, whether purchasing cassette players for one’s enjoyment, or 
picking up cassette radios to retail or gift at a later date, Egyptians encountered audiotape 
technology across the Middle East, where some companies strove to make their presence public 
knowledge. National, for instance, went so far as to release advertisements displaying cardboard 
boxes and maps of the Middle East that identified their twenty-six branches from Tripoli to 
Tehran and Aleppo to Aden by the end of the 1970s.23 Among the electronics that filled these 
stores and shipping containers were audiocassette players of all different shapes, sizes, and costs. 
 
The Making of a Domestic Market 
 
 Although traveling undoubtedly enabled many Egyptians to encounter, afford, and 
acquire cassette players, it was not always necessary to obtain walkmans, cassette radios, and car 
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stereos. Based on an advertisement for a business in Beirut, it appears that interested parties may 
have been able to order audiotape players from the comfort of their homes in Egypt. In one of the 
earliest notices to surface for the technology in Akhir Sa"a, “The Across the East Company for 
Supplies” (Sharikat "abr al-Sharq lil-Turiddat) offered to ship foreign goods it collected from 
international factories to the seaside city of Alexandria in the spring of 1970.24 Among the 
products available to Egyptian consumers at the time were washers, dryers, and ovens, radios, 
cassette radios, and cassette recorders. Pre-dating the “opening-up” of Egypt’s economy by 
almost four years, this middleman’s announcement sheds light on the overlooked flow of 
everyday goods across the Mediterranean and suggests that Egyptians may have been able to 
secure cassette players from abroad without ever setting foot outside of Egypt. Having covered 
some of the outlets for audiotape technology beyond Egypt’s national borders, it is important to 
now turn to the medium’s domestic availability. By accounting for both the local and the 
international scenes when it comes to the sale of cassette players, a more vibrant picture of the 
technology’s robust commercial landscape and Egypt’s wider consumer culture comes into view. 
 As was the case with cassette players abroad, numerous companies competed with one 
another for consumers in Egypt’s urban centers and rural peripheries. Among the businesses that 
sold, marketed, and, in some cases, manufactured the technology on-site, were public sector 
entities. Of all these enterprises few were more integral to the production and popularization of 
cassette players than Philips, a Dutch electronics firm whose long-standing Egyptian branch was 
nationalized in 1961 as a result of Nasser’s July Laws.25 Following this momentous set of 
measures, Philips often surfaced as a public sector “success story” in the Egyptian press. In an 
article covering a meeting between its president and Sadat, for instance, several figures serve to 
evidence the apparent triumphs of Philips in the aftermath of Nasser’s executive decrees. From 
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1961 to 1975, the report contends, the business’ employees nearly quadrupled while its factory 
space increased from 5,600m2 to 20,600m2 and its production numbers soared.26 In addition to 
enjoying favorable local coverage, Philips harnessed the same weekly magazines that praised the 
company as a tool to promote its latest electronics. Nearing the end of 1975, the president of 
Philips Egypt operations announced that consumers would soon be able to acquire a new item 
from the public sector giant: cassette players.27 Starting in 1976, he declared, Philips would 
begin to locally produce cassette radios and car cassette stereos. In line with this pledge, Philips 
started to make and market cassette players in Egypt the following year and gradually expanded 
its audiotape arsenal to include multiple devices by the late 1970s.28 The company, however, did 
not enjoy a monopoly on cassette technology in Egypt at this time. An increasing number of 
international entities with local delegates aimed to redirect customers toward their inventories. 
 Around the same time that Philips entered the compact cassette market, National 
designated “The Great Nasr Company for Trading” (Sharikat al-Nasr al-"Azim lil-Tijara) as its 
sole licensed agent in Egypt and alerted prospective customers to the presence of its cassette 
players near and far. In a number of advertisements from 1977, the brand specified no less than 
ten different businesses, based in multiple governorates, which carried its electronics and openly 
welcomed wholesale distribution requests from additional parties in an effort to grow its national 
network.29 Following suit, Toshiba, which similarly used to note only its presence in the Gulf in 
Egyptian magazines a mere few years earlier, named an official representative in Egypt by the 
early 1980s. According to contemporary advertisements, its agent, “The !Arabi Company” 
(Sharikat al-"Arabi), boasted branches in Cairo and Port Sa!id in 1983 and added a third address 
in the capital in 1984.30 Perhaps taking a page out of the Philips playbook, Toshiba, shortly 
thereafter, started to advertise not only small walkmans and sizeable boom boxes from afar, but 
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also a cassette radio “built in Egypt by the hands of Egypt’s workers.”31 Joining both of these 
Japanese rivals were still other international competitors, such as Sony and Samsung, which also 
strategically strove to establish a local foothold in Egypt.32 Regardless of the exact shape these 
undertakings assumed, all of these developments collectively enhanced the commercial 
landscape for audiocassette players, which increasingly migrated from the factory floors of 
prominent companies and their partners to public and private sector stores across the country. 
 If advertisements and announcements from major manufacturers offer a window onto the 
commercial life of audiocassette technology in Egypt, still other sources add color to this vista. 
Photographs and films lend a further glimpse into the circulation of cassette players on a national 
scale. In a report on the “rebirth” of the Sinai in the mid-1980s, for example, readers encountered 
a group of men inspecting one of several cassette radios in a well-stocked boutique in the coastal 
city of al-!Arish on Egypt’s outskirts (see Image 1.2).33 The machine’s maker is difficult to 
determine, but the picture’s purpose is less ambiguous. In an article praising Mubarak’s role in 
revitalizing the peninsula, the scene aims to index the new “era of prosperity” ushered in by the 
president. If editors selected a shot of cassette radios in a crammed shop to signal the Sinai’s 
modernity, filmmakers wielded other images of the technology to convey the ills of the same 
consumer culture on display in the picture. Following its advent as a Free Zone in 1976, Port 
Sa!id became a Mecca for conspicuous consumption in Egypt.34 The city’s consumer culture 
surfaces in contemporary Egyptian films critical of Sadat’s infitah and the nouveau riche it 
empowered. In “The People at the Top” (Ahl al-Qimma, 1981), smugglers move cassette players 
and other foreign imports through Port Sa!id, while in “The Bus Driver” (Sawwaq al-Utubis, 
1982) the same items line the walls of a trader’s house within the city’s limits (see Image 1.3).35 
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Image 1.2 Customers assess a cassette radio in al-!Arish. Source: “Intahat !Uzlat al-Sina":  
Bil-Kabari wa al-Turuq wa al-Matarat.” Akhir Sa"a, no. 2608 (17 October 1984): 25. 
 
 
Image 1.3 Boxed cassette players amid a mountain of goods in a Port Sa!id household.  
Source: Al-Tayyib, !Atif. "Sawwaq al-Utubis." 108. Egypt: Al-Subki Film,1982. 
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Regardless of these divergent takes on Egypt’s burgeoning consumer culture, all of these 
materials jointly confirm the sale, circulation, and acquisition of cassette players on a local plane. 
 Prevailing discussions of Egypt’s “economic opening” in the 1970s and the 1980s tend to 
concentrate on sweeping developments. Plans to attract foreign investment, to boost and bolster 
the private sector, and to transition from a socialist system to a western-oriented capitalism, form 
the foundation of these narratives, which generally privilege policies engineered by the state and 
imposed from above.36 In tracing the varied interactions of ordinary and elite Egyptians with 
cassette players at home and abroad, a more nuanced, micro-level picture of Egypt’s changing 
economy emerges through the lens of a particular technology. Indeed, the commercial life of 
audiotape technology elucidates the significant role played by countless migrant workers in 
altering Egypt’s material landscapes, the intense competition among private and public sector 
enterprises in the electronics arena, and the ill-defined boundaries between “Egyptian” and 
“foreign” goods in the case of companies that were, in many ways, at once local and 
international. At the same time, advertisements were not the only places where cassette players 
surfaced in the popular Egyptian press. As we will soon see, cassette technology also emerged in 
articles on persons of note, ranging from singers and actors to politicians and athletes, in weekly 
magazines. Together, these items contributed to the medium’s increasing allure and arguably 
strengthened the acoustic commodity’s commercial life by heightening its public profile. 
 
Artists, Athletes, and the Allure of Audiotapes 
 
 Accomplished Egyptians posed with cassette players on numerous occasions in print. 
Although these individuals were by no means official spokesmen for the technology, as was the 
case with some celebrities who surfaced in select advertisements, their presence alongside 
! '$!
cassette radios and amplifiers – at work and at home – undoubtedly enhanced the mass medium’s 
visibility in the public eye. In so doing, these pictures not only evidenced the success of 
commercial ventures in selling cassette players to a mélange of middle-to-upper class citizens, 
but also contributed to an “economy of desire” that found additional support in department store 
displays. Notably, in contrast to these captivating exhibits, which “pictured the desirable,” in the 
words of William Leach, photographs published in national magazines with mass readerships 
arguably advanced the appeal of commodities like cassette technology to a greater extent. 
Indeed, such scenes circulated freely across Egypt’s cities and villages and were not confined to 
any single storefront window or showroom.37 In the spirit of unpacking the allure generated by 
these images, it is useful to begin with Egyptian musicians, who, unlike the vast majority of their 
compatriots, harnessed audiotapes for both professional proceedings and recreational purposes. 
 A number of Egypt’s leading artists appeared alongside cassette players in the popular 
press. At times, the technology in these news items enabled entertainers to hone their craft. In a 
series of snapshots paying tribute to the late !Abd al-Halim Hafiz (d. 1977), the singer sharpens 
his repertoire in the presence of a cassette radio on multiple occasions. In the first of two 
published photographs, the performer sits in a room, hard at work, with a poet, a distributor, and 
two composers. On a coffee table in the middle of the musical giants is a portable cassette player, 
which assists those present in perfecting !Abd al-Halim’s ballads before a live performance.38 In 
a second picture, !Abd al-Halim studiously stares at another cassette radio. This time, sitting 
alone, he holds a musical score in one hand and the machine’s dials in the other. A recording of 
!Abd al-Wahhab’s “Without Asking Why” (Min Ghayr Layh), a track !Abd al-Halim scrutinized 
but never officially recorded, sounds from the device’s speakers.39 Joining !Abd al-Halim were 
other artists who harnessed audiotapes to record their practice sessions and to reflect upon their 
! ''!
productions. Egyptian readers, for instance, encountered !Ali Isma!il, a composer known for his 
October War tunes, playing an upright piano beside a bulky cassette radio and Ahmad Rami, a 
poet who penned songs for Umm Kulthum, listening intently to her voice on a smaller device in 
two other profiles.40 Rounding out these images were pictures of other, iconic entertainers, like 
Farid al-Atrash, who simply stood by tape players in their lavish homes.41 Together, all of these 
materials served as a form of free advertising for cassettes, which gained even greater visibility 
in reports on famous footballers from two of Egypt’s biggest adversaries: al-Ahli and al-Zamalik. 
 Regardless of the colors one sported on the field, listening to cassettes off of it constituted 
a common pastime for a number of Egypt’s athletes. In a series of reports on the daily lives of 
professional footballers, writers for Akhir Sa"a ventured into the homes of several players. On 
more than one occasion, their popular hosts openly expressed a fondness of audiotapes. Mahmud 
al-Khatib, a center forward for al-Ahli, explained that tennis, billiards, and cassettes were his 
favorite hobbies. Among the tapes he most often played on his bedside radio were Umm 
Kulthum, !Abd al-Wahhab, and the Arabic Music Troupe.42 A rival footballer, meanwhile, !Ali 
Khalil of al-Zamalik, similarly enjoyed tuning into tapes on a regular basis in his free time. A 
photograph of the striker’s living room reveals an amplifier equipped with a cassette deck and an 
external speaker. To the machine’s right, Khalil sorts through a stack of tapes, not unlike the pile 
that covered his opponent’s nightstand (see Image 1.4).43 In both of these cases, listening to 
cassettes, it seems, was mainly an individual activity. For others, however, a greater degree of 
sociality was involved. Khalil’s teammate, Muhammad Salah, played tapes with his wife and 
their three-year old son. According to the defender, his library exceeded 150 recordings and 
mostly consisted of Warda, !Abd al-Halim, and Umm Kulthum.44 Even in the event that athletes 
did not discuss their love of tapes at any length, cassette players still regularly surfaced in shots 
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of them in their private homes (see Image 1.5).45 These images, in turn, accompanied electronics 
advertisements that featured the likes of other famous footballers, such as Brazil’s Pelé, in the 
Egyptian press, where they further enhanced the technology’s public appeal.46 In this regard, a 
third collection of pictures was no exception. Only this time, the subject was a head of state. 
 In the late 1970s, Faruq Ibrahim, one of Egypt’s most illustrious photographers, set out to 
document a “day-in-the-life” of Anwar Sadat for Akhbar al-Yawm, a widely-read newspaper. 
The objective of what would become one of Ibrahim’s most contentious shoots was simple: to 
depict the country’s leader as an ordinary citizen. To this end, he snapped intimate pictures of the 
president swimming, shaving in his undergarments, and spending time with his grandchildren. A 
large cassette radio, requiring an electrical current to function, is visible in a number of the shots, 
including one of the Sadat reading the morning paper in his pajamas in bed (see Image 1.6) and 
another of the president with a paper and his pipe outside as “tranquil music” resonates from a 
nearby tape (see Image 1.7).47 In a third scene, Egypt’s first lady, Jihan, relaxes on a covered 
porch swing next to her husband with a smaller, battery operated cassette radio in her hand.48 
Applauded by some for normalizing Sadat and ridiculed by others for the very same reason, this 
set of images illustrates two important points. First, Faruq’s film records how Egypt’s president, 
like many other public figures, enjoyed listening to cassette recordings on a regular basis.49 
Second, the camera captures what Sadat (and his photographer) considered to be commonplace. 
After all, the president strove to momentarily shed his power and prestige and to appear as “one 
of the people” through Faruq’s lens. In this sense, enjoying cassette tapes, it appears, was as 
ordinary as grooming or as routine as relaxing with one’s family. It was an activity, in short, to 
which most Egyptians, from the president’s predecessor to the common man, could relate.50 In  
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Image 1.4 !Ali Khalil sorts through his cassette recordings. Source: Isma!il, !Ala".  
“Ha"ula" al-Nujum: Hayatahum al-Khassa.” Akhir Sa"a, no. 2324 (9 May 1979): 65. 
 
 
Image 1.5 Mahmud al-Khawaga stands before his cassette radio. Source: Isma!il, !Ala". 
“Ha"ula" al-Nujum: Hayatahum al-Khassa.” Akhir Sa"a, no. 2326 (23 May 1979): 64. 
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Image 1.6 Sadat awakes and reads the day’s papers as a cassette radio looms on a table. 
Source: Al-Zuhar, Amir. Suwar wa Asrar min Hayat al-Kibar. Cairo: Akbhar al-Yawm, 1997, 12. 
 
 
Image 1.7 Sadat smokes, reads, and listens to “tranquil music” on a cassette tape outdoors.  
Source: Al-Zuhar, Amir. Suwar wa Asrar min Hayat al-Kibar. Cairo: Akbhar al-Yawm, 1997, 38. 
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reality, of course, Sadat was no ordinary citizen, and his elite status as Egypt’s ruler only served 
to magnify the already hearty allure surrounding audiotape technology in the popular press. 
 Photographs of prominent public figures with cassette players in weekly periodicals 
served as a visual reminder of the technology’s mass circulation across a certain collective of 
middle-to-upper class Egyptians in the 1970s and the 1980s. Whether used to advance one’s 
career or, more often, to relax when one was not at work, cassette radios, recorders, and 
amplifiers in all of these pictures converge to constitute a key appliance in the lives of 
prestigious people. Whether surfacing on a well-known actor’s end table, a distinguished pilot’s 
terrace, or a talented painter’s bench, the medium’s presence in these instances and countless 
others arguably maximized its allure among readers who, often times, did not enjoy the same 
degree of fame, success, or financial security.51 In an effort to capitalize on the appeal advanced 
by these images, while countering the idea that cassette players were solely an instrument of the 
elite, retailers endeavored to reach the widest consumer pool possible. With this aim in mind, one 
of the strategies adopted by marketers targeted the Egyptian household and, more specifically, 
the “modern home,” a space whose “modernity” derived not from its occupants but its objects. 
 
Domesticating Cassette Players: Making the Home “Modern” 
 
 As early as 1950, Ahmad Amin, a prominent Egyptian intellectual approaching the end of 
his life, observed how the physical characteristics of many homes in Egypt were changing. 
“Material civilization” (al-madaniyya al-maddiyya), the distraught man of letters declared in his 
autobiography, “has invaded the home” (ghazat al-bayt). “Electric light, radio, telephone, 
heating apparatuses, cooling appliances, and various sorts of furniture,” Amin lamented, “were 
now present.” While almost certainly enhancing a property’s value, these additions, in the 
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writer’s eyes, did not necessarily increase a “home’s happiness” (sa"adat al-bayt).52 If the 
“invasion” of a select assortment of consumer goods into domestic spaces during the first half of 
the 20th century disturbed Amin, there is little doubt he would have been even more unnerved 
with the influx of objects into homes a few decades after he had passed away. Over the course of 
the 1970s and the 1980s, manufacturers, marketers, and middlemen displayed a wide array of 
commodities on the pages of the Egyptian press. One of the reoccurring themes in these notices 
was the home, or, more precisely, the “modern home” (al-bayt al-"asri / al-bayt al-hadith), 
which served as an important canvas for a burgeoning consumer culture to make its mark.  
 Throughout the mid-to-late 20th century, material objects that were once considered to be 
indulgences by many Egyptian consumers increasingly came to be regarded as essentials. As one 
Ruz al-Yusuf reporter noted when profiling a successful import company in central Cairo at the 
outset of the infitah, several of the commodities procured by the business were “luxuries” 
(kamaliyat) that had since become “necessities” (daruriyat) under Sadat.53 The owners of such 
enterprises found a useful ally in Egyptian magazines, where they marketed everything from 
electronics to kitchen appliances as being integral to the making of the “modern home.” This 
discourse, notably, was part and parcel of broader efforts to locate consumer goods within the 
domestic sphere and to forge a more intimate relationship between households and a growing 
culture of consumption. To these ends, even advertisements that did not explicitly mention the 
“home” framed numerous items as “household objects.” By regularly featuring cassette players 
in the same notices for washers, dryers, ovens, refrigerators, and vacuum cleaners, for instance, 
retailers depicted the technology as a domestic implement. Other announcements, meanwhile, 
further solidified the domestication of cassette players by presenting them as “gifts” for specific 
people. Such was the case with a message from “The Company for Modern Fashion” (Sharikat
! (%!
 al-Azya! al-Haditha), a public sector entity, which encouraged Egyptians to purchase fabrics, 
furniture, chandeliers, carpets, rugs, and cassette players for newlyweds, who, in many cases, 
would be furnishing a new home together.54 At the same time, a number of advertisements did 
not simply allude to the home, but directly cited the “modern home” as a destination for goods. 
 In the mid-1970s, Toshiba released a notice targeting consumers in Egypt and their 
compatriots in the Gulf. Colorful cassette players peppered the text, which listed what the 
company called “all the requirements of the modern home.” Vacuum cleaners, electric heaters, 
and meat grinders, television sets, fruit mixers, and fans, were among the products available to 
customers through the corporation’s agent in Saudi Arabia.55 For those looking to “modernize” 
their private abodes from within Egypt’s borders, other entities offered a solution. The same year 
Toshiba ran its ad, a far smaller enterprise operating in Cairo, the “Rubi Organization for 
Trading” (Mu"assasat Rubi lil-Tijara), circulated notices employing the banner: “all that is 
required of the modern home.” According to the business, these essentials included everything 
from heaters, washers, and refrigerators to gas cookers, children’s toys, and radios. To assist 
readers in envisioning these objects in their residences, Rubi inserted photos of various items, 
including cassette players, in its announcements (see Image 1.8).56 Not to be outdone by a local 
competitor, Omar Effendi, a public sector entity with a wider reach, similarly called attention to 
“products necessary to the modern home” in advertisements that displayed everything from china 
sets to cassette radios.57 Based on a fourth text from Sidnawi, a family business nationalized 
under Nasser, the idea of the “modern home” continued to resonate with consumers for several 
years. In 1988, the venture showcased its furniture, clothing, carpets, dishes, cooking appliances, 
and electronics, in a captivating notice. At the top of the advertisement, which featured several 
cassette players, the store proclaimed: “The happy marital home starts here. All the bride’s needs 
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and those of the modern home” (see Image 1.9).58 Thus, whether operating abroad or locally, in 
the public or private sector, multiple entities competed to make Egyptian homes “modern.” 
 The exact shape of the “modern home,” more often than not, was left to the imagination 
of citizens. This decision, on behalf of advertising teams, was almost certainly deliberate. It lent 
the impression that the “modern home” was accessible to the widest possible range of Egyptians, 
from those living in spacious villas who did not think twice about purchasing cassette players 
and other material objects to those residing in rooftop shacks who may have needed to take out a 
loan or accrue some savings in order to procure the very same things. What was less open to 
interpretation than the precise form of the “modern home” was what may be called the 
“materialization of modernity” in advertisements for items that were widely deemed as 
“essential” to Egyptian residences. In these announcements, “modernity,” like the products it 
accompanied, was a commodity that could be acquired with cash or credit cards in small shops 
or large retail outlets. As for the home, its “modern” nature originated not from its inhabitants 
but from the items it contained. In other words, what it meant to be “modern” in this particular 
historical circumstance was less to do with who one was and more about what one possessed.59 
Modernity, in short, was inextricably linked to consumer goods in notices distributed by major 
companies and minor middlemen in the Egyptian press. In this regard, a remark made by Stuart 
Ewen in a different historical context – American mass advertising in the 1920s – resonates with 
Egyptian advertising half a century later. “Only in the instance of an individual ad,” Ewen states, 
“was consumption a question of what to buy.” “In the broader context of a burgeoning consumer 
culture,” he continues, “the foremost political imperative was what to dream.”60 For those who 
dreamt of being “modern” under Sadat and Mubarak, one way of doing so, businesses insisted, 
was to part with one’s pounds to pick up cassette players and any number of other commodities. 
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Image 1.8 Rubi promotes “All that is required of the modern home.”  
Source: “Rubi.” Ruz al-Yusuf, no. 2478 (8 December 1975): 45. !
 
Image 1.9 Sidnawi markets “All the bride’s needs and those of the modern home.” 
Source: “Sidnawi.” Akhir Sa"a, no. 2823 (30 November 1988): 32-33.  
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  While undoubtedly an important dimension of many advertisements, the “modern 
home,” of course, was not at the center of every notice for audiocassette technology.  
Commercial ventures adopted multiple strategies to sell cassette radios, recorders, and amplifiers 
to Egyptian consumers. At times, notices for cassette players detailed and extolled the technical 
attributes of specific machines, from the power of the speakers to the precision of the playback.61 
In other moments, documents framed particular devices as a “friend” or a “companion” to their 
owners, who could carry the machines with them wherever they went.62 There were then 
attempts to situate the mass medium in a more local setting, with which most, if not all, 
Egyptians would be intimately familiar. This tactic perhaps is most evident in the case of 
national holidays, with Ramadan, a holy month of fasting for Muslims, at the forefront.63 
National and its local Egyptian agent, for example, printed an announcement that prominently 
exhibited a crescent moon and encouraged prospective patrons to spend evening gatherings 
during Ramadan with the company’s televisions and cassette radios.64 Likewise, Telimisr, a 
public sector entity, displayed a table denoting the times for praying and fasting, and instructed 
readers to “enjoy the magnificent month of Ramadan programs” with the same products.65  
 Despite some differences, all of these advertising strategies shared a singular aim: to 
make cassette players desirable. But how successful were marketing campaigns when it came to 
audiotape technology? According to the president of Philips Egypt operations, “the presence of 
cassette players and radios had become a common sight in every house” by the early 1980s.66 
Although most likely an over exaggeration, the official’s statement does speak to a growing 
desire among Egyptians to own cassette players at home, a phenomenon that other sources, such 
as contemporary ethnographies, appear to confirm.67 Yet how did Egyptians use cassette players 
once they obtained them? This topic will be addressed in greater detail in subsequent chapters 
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that cover particular practices, people, and events of note, but, for the time being, photographs 
that have since migrated from private albums to garbage bags begin to provide some clues. 
 
Ordinary Egyptians and the Hidden History of Leisure 
 
 As a number of scholars have recognized, many studies on photography in the Middle 
East tend to prioritize “Orientalist” pictures produced by outsiders, images Stephen Sheehi calls 
“‘Othering’ representations.”68 Recently, nuanced investigations of indigenous studios, actors, 
and photographic traditions across the region have begun to enrich and reorient this body of 
scholarship.69 Nevertheless, historians of the Middle East continue to pay insufficient attention to 
vernacular photo albums, or those containing shots of daily life produced by ordinary people.70 
Drawing inspiration from the pioneering work of Lucie Ryzova on Egyptian “peer albums,” 
which often recorded the leisure activities of single subjects, in the early-to-mid 20th century, 
this section considers a collection of amateur photographs from a few decades later.71 Unlike 
Ryzova’s photos, the snapshots to follow did not surface in albums, seldom carry captions, and 
show men and women socializing together, lending the impression that they originated from 
family holdings. Like Ryzova’s images, the pictures turned up at a distance from their original 
homes, eventually arriving in Sur al-Ezbekiya (The Ezbekiya Wall), a robust paper market above 
a metro stop in central Cairo. Once there, they migrated, yet again, into garbage bags, the first of 
which I encountered at one of the market’s kiosks and the second across town at the Cairo 
International Book fair, where Ezbekiya vendors temporarily relocated in 2016. In both 
instances, the photos circulated freely amid unrelated items, requiring me, when possible, to 
piece back together pages of the original albums. As will become clear, these pictures are of 
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value because they shed light on the interactions of ordinary Egyptians with audiotapes and the 
object’s relationship to leisure, a topic that remains on the margins of Egypt’s historical record.72 
 The first constellation of photos, spanning five shots in total, captures what appears to be 
an extended family’s outing to one of Egypt’s coastlines in the early-to-mid 1970s. The precise 
location of the day-trip is difficult to determine, but the low-rise residential buildings bordering 
the beach suggest that it may be Alexandria, a popular destination among Egyptians for 
swimming, sunbathing, and summering. Faint traces of an adhesive and a handwritten “8” on the 
back of the images indicate that they once belonged in an album, perhaps side-by-side on 
adjacent leaflets. In the shots, there are three distinct generations. Children relax, play in the 
sand, and enjoy lunch while the adults, varying in age, mostly unwind in wooden chairs under 
the sun or in the shade of a parasol propped up behind them. In two of the photos, a mustachioed 
man who has the air of a father figure tans with a beverage in his hand and a sizeable cassette 
radio in his lap (see Image 1.10). In a third scene, the same mechanism rests safely atop a smaller 
seat intended for a young boy or girl, perhaps after being placed there by its owner to take a 
group photo (see Image 1.11). Sand and the cassette player, clearly, were not to mix.  
 Based on the device’s design, the machine, in all likelihood, is a National product and, 
more specifically, the “RQ-435 DS,” which was among the first compact cassette radios to be 
advertised in the popular Egyptian press. With the end of 1971 on the horizon, the model 
appeared above a motorcycle saddle in an Akhir Sa"a announcement, which opened with a 
question meant to underscore the player’s portability: “Why don’t you take your friend 
(nadimak) with you wherever you go?”73 The vast mobility emphasized by the manufacturer –  a 
common theme in nation-wide advertisements for audiotape technology – is confirmed in the 
family’s informal snapshots. The player, powered by six different batteries, joins the anonymous  
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Image 1.10 A cassette radio rests on man’s lap at the beach, n.d. Source: Author’s archive. 
 
 
Image 1.11 The same tape player sits on a chair in a group shot, n.d. Source: Author’s archive. 
! (*!
group on their excursion to the shore. What remains more open to interpretation are the recorded 
sounds that imbued the everyday scenes preserved in the photos. Based on the cassette player’s 
presence, however, it is safe to say that the seaside trip was certainly not a silent affair.  
 In a second cluster of photos, the varying encounters of ordinary Egyptians with cassette 
players in leisurely settings gain greater clarity. Two actors, a man and a woman, appear in most 
of the black-and-white shots, which, when read as a mosaic, reveal that the subjects are a young 
Coptic couple and likely the creators of a photo album that no longer exists. The collection of 
images, approaching nearly a dozen in total, document significant moments as well as daily 
occurrences in the duo’s life together. A number of pictures, for instance, detail their wedding 
day. At various points during the big event, the bride gazes into a mirror in a lace, floor-length 
gown, watches the groom sign what seems to be a marriage certificate, slow dances with her new 
husband in the presence of their well-dressed guests, and looks out the rearview window of the 
getaway car after the ceremony draws to a close. A faded mark left behind by a red ink pen on 
the back of one of the photos indicates that the two became husband and wife in 1971.   
 There are then other images recording the pair’s time with one another, from the woman 
holding the wheel of a sleek sedan, as her partner looks on in amusement, to the two embracing, 
perhaps on a date, in the back of a carriage driven by a man in a turban. In a final string of 
photos, the two make the most of a sunny afternoon with what seems to be another couple. As 
was the case with the beach outing, the precise setting is impossible to pinpoint, but the parties 
seem to be meeting on the balcony of a public establishment, such as a café, restaurant, hotel, or 
a combination of the three. Trees tower behind them, while cups of water, empty bottles of Coca-
Cola, and handbags litter their table. A cassette radio, closely resembling the Philips “467,” joins 
these objects in a group shot, and based on another image, centered on the earlier female lead, 
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the device is not alone (see Image 1.12). A second radio, perhaps featuring a tape deck, surfaces 
behind the first machine (see Image 1.13). The exact purpose of having both mechanisms present 
is unknown, but their co-existence suggests that the couples may have been taking turns selecting 
the occasion’s “soundtrack” or recording what the other player was broadcasting. In either event, 
cassettes added a layer of sound to what otherwise appears to be a serene gathering.  
 If the ability of cassette radios to both play and produce recordings was not entirely clear 
with regards to the balcony get-together, this capability is more on display in a final array of 
pictures revolving around an outdoor celebration. A few dozen photographs, likely from the late 
1970s or early 1980s, start to cast light on the party’s details. In the colorful shots, which still 
bear traces of a paste that likely held them in place in a past album, a large crowd of men, 
women, and children enjoy an open-air buffet and sit around tables draped in decorative cloth as 
a musical ensemble, featuring an accordion, tambourine, bass, and electronic keyboard, plays on 
a stage. Although many different individuals appear at the event, a little girl in a white gown and 
her well-attired parents stand out above the rest. The mother holds, lifts, and escorts the child 
around the function, where multiple people greet her, while the father assists the youngster in 
cutting a three-tier cake nearly as tall as her. The family’s status as important actors, however, is 
perhaps most evident in the case of their up-close encounters with the evening’s singers, all of 
whom directly interact with the mom, dad, and daughter over the course of the festivities. 
 Mahir al-!Attar, who starred in some films in the 1960s and frequently performed live in 
the 1970s, serenades and parades the girl before the band, while a young Ahmad !Adawiya, a 
popular (sha"bi) performer whose celebrity was on the rise, and a more seasoned !Aida al-Sha!ir, 
who had already collaborated with several famous composers, stand next to the family with 
microphones in hand. In addition to highlighting the event’s guests of honor, the appearance of  
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Image 1.12 A cassette radio accompanies a group outside, n.d. Source: Author’s archive. 
 
 
Image 1.13 A second (cassette) radio joins the festivities, n.d. Source: Author’s archive. 
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these artists and their supporting cast of instrumentalists shed light on a curious item atop the 
family’s table: a cassette radio. The portable cassette player surfaces in no less than five 
snapshots. When al-!Attar leans in to give the little girl a kiss on her mother’s lap, for instance, 
the camera captures the device a few feet away (see Image 1.14). Likewise, when the girl’s 
father cracks a smile in his two-piece suit, the mechanism emerges once more above the table 
(see Image 1.15). But why was a cassette player there in the first place? With well-known 
entertainers and a live band on-site, it is likely that the family utilized the tape player not to relay 
sounds, but to record them. As the artists and guests approached their seats, the cassette radio, it 
seems, preserved the exchanges that ensued, creating a historical record of the celebration. 
 Having explored how some ordinary Egyptians, whose lives remain very much a mystery 
beyond their dispersed photo albums, used cassette players during leisurely activities, it is 
important to recognize that not every citizen was able to easily acquire the technology. Contrary 
to popular belief, cassette radios, early on, were not affordable for everyone. Consider, for 
example, the remarks of an American author who traveled across Egypt in the mid-1980s. In a 
detailed account of his adventure, Douglas Kennedy describes a “floating community of 
nighttime shoppers” on Sa!d Zaghlul Street, a commercial Mecca named after an Egyptian 
revolutionary, in the seaside city of Alexandria. There, he recalls groups of Egyptian men gazing 
at French aftershave, German food processors, Swiss timepieces, and portable cassette recorders 
displayed in crowded storefront windows for all to see. The majority of Egypt’s citizens, 
Kennedy notes, could not afford the “hi-tech luxuries” available in the shops. “It was not just a 
plate of glass that separated them from these luxuries,” he keenly observes, “it was the economic 
reality of Egypt today.” With the average monthly salary being around £30, most of the local 
passersby could only afford to see, not acquire, the coveted foreign goods before them.74 
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Image 1.14 Mahir al-!Attar kisses and sings to a little girl, n.d. Source: Author’s archive. !
 
Image 1.15 The girl’s dapper dad poses at the family’s table, n.d. Source: Author’s archive. 
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 Other sources support the tourist’s reflections. Contemporary advertisements rarely listed 
the prices of cassette players in the interest of not deterring potential buyers. In the event that 
companies did print the technology’s cost in popular magazines, it appears that the product was 
not initially a flippant purchase for many people. In a rare move, Philips, for instance, publicized 
the prices of a wide-range of its cassette players at the end of 1983. In the full-page spread, 
cassette radios ranged from E£80 to E£209, with the average machine retailing for E£132, while 
a car cassette stereo was available for E£115 and larger sound systems, with external speakers, 
sold for E£395 and E£595, respectively.75 Traveling further back in time, two weeks after Philips 
declared in Ruz al-Yusuf that it would begin to manufacture cassette players locally in 1976, a 
telling announcement surfaced in the very same magazine. An organization in Cairo offered to 
lend consumers money to help them cover the cost of expensive items, ranging from televisions, 
refrigerators, and washers to automobiles, gas stoves, and cassette radios.76 The agency, in this 
regard, was not alone. As one sociologist observed in a small Egyptian village in the early 1980s,  
a social worker turned storeowner sold cassette radios on credit, while a new commercial bank 
extended advances to those looking to purchase cassette recorders.77 That said, as the amateur 
photographs remind us, not every citizen needed to own a cassette player to reap its benefits. The 
machines surfaced in public spaces, from cafes to barber shops, and were shared among friends 
and family members, who enjoyed the technology in public and in private, at work and at play. 
The immense mobility of audiocassette players enabled many of these encounters to take place. 
 
A “Moveable Friend”: A Small Technology’s Vast Mobility 
 
 On paper, the idea of movement was a central component of cassette technology. In the 
popular Egyptian press, both writers and illustrators regularly spotlighted the small medium’s 
! )$!
great mobility. Compact, lightweight, and battery-operated, cassette players, they emphasized, 
were not restricted to any single setting. Nowhere is this point more apparent than in 
advertisements. In one such notice, alluded to earlier, National presents one of its newest cassette 
radios in 1971. The mechanism rests atop a motorcycle in a grassy field and a caption informs 
prospective customers that “National has a moveable friend to introduce to everyone who savors 
music.” Like the vehicle on which it is perched, the device, we are told, is capable of 
accompanying its owners on any journey. With the sound system, the company boasts, people 
could now enjoy their “favorite music anytime, anywhere.” To assist readers in envisioning the 
product’s circulation, National encouraged Egyptians to travel with it to different places. “Take 
it with you to the desert or to the city. Move it from room to room and marvelous music,” it 
guaranteed, “will not slip away from you.”78 Supporting this portability were multiple power 
sources. Six batteries ensured the machine’s limitless presence, while an optional cable permitted 
people to install it in their cars. As was the case with older, cassette-less radios, the new 
apparatus also ran on a standard electrical current. Perhaps one of the first announcements to 
stress the boundless “friendship” offered to Egyptian consumers by cassette players, this 
marketing campaign was one among many to place a premium on the technology’s mobility. 
  Throughout the 1970s, several major companies released advertisements for cassette 
players in leading Egyptian magazines. The exact content of these texts varied, but one message 
remained the same: cassette players were highly portable. In 1975, National launched a second 
full-page spread that framed cassette radios as a “loyal companion” (rafiq wafi) to be enjoyed in 
the company of one’s friends. A photograph accompanying the notice displayed a woman and 
two men studying together at a table in a library. Noise policies be damned, a wireless cassette 
radio is clearly visible in their workspace.79 One of National’s rivals, Sony, similarly stressed the 
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concept of motion when marketing cassette technology. Over the course of three months in 1977, 
the manufacturer ran one advertisement no less than five times in the same weekly periodical. At 
the center of the item was a familiar scene: a cassette radio on a table. This time, however, the 
technology surfaced outdoors and lush vegetation flourished around it. The announcement’s 
header notably framed Sony’s cassette player as “the complete acoustic device one may carry.”80  
 Perhaps building on Sony’s notice, a third competitor, Toshiba, underscored how easy 
(and enjoyable) it was to carry a cassette player. In 1978, on the back cover of one issue of Ruz 
al-Yusuf, it instructed Egyptians to “take off with the sounds of the wide world of Toshiba.” 
Heeding this command, a man runs through a forest with a beaming woman in his arms. A 
cassette radio securely hangs from one of her hands.81 Not to be outdone by its peers, Philips 
also emphasized the limitless nature of cassette players. In 1976, it publicized one of its latest 
cassette radios in a column that included a drawing of a bird chirping outside of its open cage. 
Like the liberated songster, Philip’s cassette player, readers were led to believe, was also free to 
loudly roam.82 In all of these instances, electronics empires with a local presence in Egypt 
highlight the portability of audiocassette technology, and begin to reveal some of the ways in 
which it could move beyond the press. In both of these regards, advertisements were not alone. 
 If the emphasis placed on the mobility of cassette players is readily evident in 
advertisements, it is no less apparent in illustrations. In some cases, sketches mirror company 
announcements. On the cover of Sabah al-Khayr in 1977, for example, a man and a woman 
enjoy a picnic on the grass. Behind the pair is a bright red motorcycle, while a cassette radio 
appears on the ground between them.83 Once again spotlighting the power of cassette players to 
wander with their operators, the scene brings to mind National’s advertisement from six years 
earlier (see Image 1.16). On other occasions, drawings introduced new scenarios that expanded  
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Image 1.16 Cassette Radios and Motorcycles: An ad (1971) and an illustration (1977).  
Sources: "National." Akhir Sa"a, no. 1939 (22 December 1971): 30;  
Sabah al-Khayr, no. 1128 (18 August 1977): 1. 
 
and showcased the technology’s movement. Set at a distance from fields and forests, one cartoon 
captures a mustachioed man leaping backwards off a diving board into a sea of voluptuous 
women lounging on the coast.84 Amidst the beach-goers is a cassette radio. In addition to 
moments of leisure, cassette players also appeared in the press in contexts of work. Sketches of 
female reporters conducting comedic interviews with tape recorders in the streets were 
commonplace in Egyptian magazines.85 Less regular, but no less informative, are illustrations of 
other actors using the technology to perform their duties. In one caricature, titled “Misaharati 
Modern,” a man awakens Egyptians for suhur, the final meal of the day during Ramadan, with a 
cassette recording.86 There is then a notification urging Egyptians to educate themselves on the 
merits of family planning. Under the headline, “the choice is yours,” a family of peasants poses 
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in the countryside near a cassette radio.87 Part and parcel of a state-led effort to curb 
overpopulation, the drawing alludes to the work the battery-powered device may perform in 
persuading people to have fewer children in areas where electrical grids did not always function. 
 Stepping outside of state-controlled magazines, still other materials highlight the vast 
mobility of cassette technology. On the cover of a beloved Egyptian comic book from 1987, 
Mickey Mouse and Goofy rock out to a blaring boom box on-the-go, while a 2015 pamphlet 
from Mobinil, a major phone company in Egypt, calls attention to the historical passage of 
audiocassette tapes in the mail. “In the past, letters were like this,” the leaflet gestures to a blank 
tape above an open envelope, but “today you can send a Voice SMS (an audio message) to 
anyone, anywhere in the world.”88 Collectively, all of these sources underline the vast mobility 
of cassette technology, a technical attribute, we will see in later chapters, that posed problems for 
local authorities striving to control cultural production and to shape Egypt’s soundscape. 
 
A Closing Note: The Coexistence of Mass Media 
 
 By scrutinizing the commercial life of a single mass medium – audiotape technology – 
Egypt’s burgeoning consumer culture and changing economic landscape under Sadat and 
Mubarak come into greater view. Indeed, the manufacturing and marketing, circulation and 
acquisition, use and enjoyment of cassette players serve as avenues into better understanding 
broader historical developments, including the material impact of migrant workers, the vigorous 
competition between businesses that blur the boundaries between “local” and “foreign,” the 
allure generated by companies and celebrities around certain commodities, the materialization of 
modernity when it came to the Egyptian home, and the recreational activities of ordinary citizens 
whose lives remain largely a mystery. In lieu of further exploring these major themes in Egypt’s 
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modern history, all of which merit further investigation by historians, this chapter will now 
conclude by briefly acknowledging one other aspect of everyday life, cassette tape culture, and 
Egypt’s dynamic soundscape in the mid-to-late 20th century: the mutual existence of media 
technologies. 
 There exists a general tendency among scholars to view technologies through the lens of 
a timeline on which objects appear next to particular dates. Although certainly useful for 
pinpointing specific breakthroughs, this narrow mode of thinking neglects how things endure 
once they “make history” as inventions. As David Edgerton has contended, many observers treat 
machines as “technologies of previous historical eras.”89 This perception, however, is 
misleading, because devices like the wooden plough and the hand-loom continued to exist, long 
after they originated, alongside later mechanisms, like the airplane and the automobile. In the 
case of Egypt’s recent past, it is important to recognize the oft-neglected connections between 
audiocassette technology and two earlier mass mediums that continued to sound and circulate in 
the 1970s and the 1980s.90 By briefly recognizing the ways in which tapes, records, and radios 
intersected, a more vibrant picture of Egypt’s acoustic environment, expanding consumer 
culture, and the place of audiocassette technology in both domains is possible. 
 Press advertisements offer a useful point of departure for unpacking the sale of multiple 
technologies. During the period under investigation, one of the major manufacturers of acoustic 
products in Egypt was Sawt al-Qahira, a state-controlled recording label. As early as July of 
1973, the first year Sawt al-Qahira began to produce cassettes, the company called attention to 
its records, tapes, and record players in an ad in Akhir Sa"a.91 A few months later, in October, 
Sawt al-Qahira once again highlighted all three items, in addition to its cassette players, and in 
June of 1974, the entity promoted its records and tapes along with its gramophones, cassette 
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radios, and radio-less cassette players in a third notice. The fact that Sawt al-Qahira repeatedly 
marketed records and cassettes together is not surprising. At the time, most of the label’s albums 
appeared on records. According to one official estimate, Sawt al-Qahira produced 1,749,379 
records vis-à-vis 212,084 tapes between 1973-1975.92 Although the company eventually closed 
its record division in 1981, citing a diminishing demand, cassettes, it is clear, did not 
immediately supplant records. In fact, several enterprises continued to advertise cassette radios 
alongside record players in the second half of the 1970s, while others publicized devices that 
broadcast tapes, records, and radio programs.93 Acoustic technologies, in short, competed with 
and complemented one another in the years following the arrival of audiotapes in Egypt. 
 The coexistence of multiple mass mediums in Egypt and the broader Middle East, after 
the appearance of audiocassettes, is perhaps no more evident than in a catalogue of Arabic 
recordings. Published by EMI in 1977, the booklet displays more than 350 productions available 
through the foreign label and its partners in the Arab world, which included a number of major 
companies based in Egypt.94 In addition to illuminating the breadth of Egypt’s cassette culture, 
the text reveals that most albums enjoyed multiple formats at a time when cassettes were gaining 
ground as the dominant medium for audio content in the late 1970s. In this regard, some statistics 
prove especially instructive. Of all the productions advertised in the text, 81% appear on more 
than one platform, with 6% on 8 track cartridges and audiotapes, 7% on records and audiotapes, 
and a majority 68% on all three formats. Furthermore, while nearly 97% of the catalogue’s 
entries are available on audiocassettes, only 15% of the listings surface exclusively on audiotapes 
(see Table 1.1). Thus, while audiocassette technology certainly constituted a central pillar of 
Egypt’s acoustic environment and expanding consumer culture when it came to recorded sound, 
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the new medium and its increasing popularity did not instantly efface earlier technologies. In 
many cases, cassettes and cassette players accompanied and incorporated records and radios. ! !
Table 1.1 EMI Catalogue Technologies Breakdown (% of Albums) 
 
Source: Kataluj "Umumi Kamil li-Kafat al-Tasjilat al-Arabiyya 1977. Athens: EMI Greece, 1977. 
  
 
 Throughout the final three decades of the 20th century, acoustic mediums intersected in 
Egypt in a variety of ways. Listeners recorded LPs and radio broadcasts on cassettes, while state-
controlled radio stations transmitted records and tapes its guardians deemed appropriate for mass 
consumption. Likewise, as we have seen, radio was often a part of the devices that played tapes. 
Not every radio, however, adopted cassette ports after the dawn of cassette technology. Philips, 
for instance, continued to promote new and old radios without tape decks in the Egyptian press 
years after the advent of audiocassettes. At times, these devices surfaced in the same notices as 
cassette radios.95 At other moments, the company went so far as to market only cassette-less 
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radios (see Image 1.17). In concert with countless cartoons that continued to depict Egyptians 
listening to transistor radios and their boxy counterparts, both of which lacked cassette ports, 
Philips ads illustrate that radios – like records – continued to endure in the “cassette era.”96 
 
 
Image 1.17 Cassette(-less) Radios. Sources:  “Philips.” Ruz al-Yusuf, no. 2634 (4 December 
 1978): 20 (left); “Philips.” Ruz al-Yusuf, no. 2686 (3 December 1979): 75 (right). 
 
 While records and radios without tape decks certainly never fell silent in Egypt, 
audiocassettes, undoubtedly, came to constitute a powerful, popular, and increasingly diffuse 
medium during the final three decades of the 20th century. It was during this dynamic time that 
audiotapes infinitely enriched Egypt’s national soundscape, permeated a burgeoning culture of 
consumption, and made inroads into recreational activities. Having elucidated the origins of 
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Egypt’s cassette culture in the context of broader historical developments, the following chapter 
will further unpack the local biography of cassette technology by examining the relationship 
between the medium’s early commercial life and a different dimension of Egypt’s economy.  
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Chapter Two 
 
Criminalizing Sounds: Thieves, Smugglers, and the Limits of the Law 
 
 On the morning of 29 July 1989, around 7:30 a.m., an audiocassette went missing on 
Qasr al-!Ayni Street in downtown Cairo. The tape in question, a recording of !Abd al-Rahman 
al-Abnudi’s colloquial poetry, belonged to one !Abdullah Imam. Unlike al-Abnudi’s other mass 
produced recordings, Imam’s tape could not be easily purchased in stores, picked up on the 
street, or acquired from any number of kiosks; the cassette was a gift from the well-known poet 
to one of his ardent admirers, a one-of-a-kind recording Imam desperately wanted to recover. 
Fortunately, he knew exactly where the tape vanished: the Misr Gas Station across the street 
from the Dar al-Sha!b Bookstore. Unfortunately, however, answers were not forthcoming as to 
its whereabouts. The last time Imam saw the cassette was in his car, which he momentarily left 
to be washed, only to return to find the tape missing. When questioning the nearby workers about 
the item’s absence, they said they knew nothing about the matter. Meanwhile, the station’s 
supervisor did not seem to care about the missing cassette or, worse yet, may have played a part 
in its disappearance. Irritated but not defeated, Imam vowed he would return to Munira the 
following day to personally see what progress had been made on finding his tape.1 
 Imam’s efforts, however, were in vain. The station’s director did not show up to their 
scheduled meeting. Still unwilling to concede the loss of the cassette, Imam wrote to the editors 
of Ruz al-Yusuf, one of the most popular weekly periodicals in Egypt. Shortly thereafter, the 
long-standing magazine published his letter – “The Thieves of Misr Gas Station!” – on August 7 
of the same year. In the “Conversation of the Week” section of the issue, Imam recounts what 
happened at the station. To compel the business to act, he ties the entity’s reputation to the 
outcome of their “investigation” into the disappearance of his recording and presents the incident 
! "$!
as an opportunity for the company to take a firmer stance on car theft, a disturbing new 
phenomenon in Egypt. Like many other letters to grace the pages of state-controlled magazines 
enjoying wide circulations, Imam’s words elicited a response.2 On August 14, Ruz al-Yusuf 
published the gas station’s rebuttal, in which an engineer by the name of Sa!d al-Habruk claimed 
the al-Abnudi recording never existed. Imam’s complaint, the official reiterated, was without 
merit and its publication in Ruz al-Yusuf was nothing more than an attempt to harm the station’s 
reputation. Unsatisfied with this response, Imam was granted the final word in the same column, 
where he disputed the veracity of al-Habruk’s narrative and declared that the company was only 
interested in safeguarding its commercial standing. Imam proceeded to uphold “the right of any 
citizen to publish their complaints” and concluded his counter-rebuttal by urging the chairman of 
Misr Gas Station to keep him abreast of the outcome of his grievance.3 A third letter did not 
surface in the periodical and the fate of Imam’s cassette remained unknown to readers. 
 The case of Imam’s missing tape serves as a useful starting point for discussing the 
relationship between cassette technology and the law in Egypt. As we will see, the lengths the 
letter-writer went to re-secure his recording may seem remarkable, but the theft of cassettes and, 
more often, the machines that played them was decidedly less so in Imam’s Egypt. In an effort to 
further detail the making of Egypt’s cassette culture, the discussion to follow focuses on two 
central threads in the “criminal biography” of cassette technology in the 1970s and the 1980s. 
Beginning with theft, I will illuminate the disappearance of cassette players from cars, stores, 
and homes. Through a counter reading of what I term “popular crime reports,” I will argue that 
security success stories staging the falls of criminals in the press actually reveal a robust black 
market for cassette devices that forces us to rethink the boundaries between “legal” and “illegal” 
channels for the technology’s mass consumption in Egypt. After engaging this commercial 
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space, which adds a layer of complexity to the burgeoning consumer culture introduced in 
chapter 1, I will pivot to a second practice that bolstered it. Specifically, I will explore how 
citizens from all walks of life wielded and flouted the law to smuggle cassette players across 
Egypt’s borders. As I will show, the suspect passage of cassette technology radically reorients 
drug-centric accounts of smuggling in the Middle East and calls attention to the questionable 
transit of consumer goods under Anwar Sadat (r. 1970-1981). Finally, I will consider how a 
discussion of both theft and smuggling enhances our understanding of cassette technology and 
consumer culture. Accordingly, this chapter sheds greater light on the origins of Egypt’s cassette 
culture and elaborates upon the technology’s commercial life in relation to the law and its limits. 
 
Theft: Stealing Cassette Players 
 
 Two of Egypt’s leading weekly magazines, Ruz al-Yusuf and Akhir Sa!a, covered the 
theft of cassette players throughout the mid-to-late 20th century. The majority of the 
investigative reports to appear therein did not concern the victims of thefts, as was the case with 
Imam’s letters, but rather the perpetrators responsible for organizing and executing crimes. In 
the case of Ruz al-Yusuf, multiple journalists recorded the theft of everyday technologies. The 
stories they penned splashed across the pages of “People and Crime,” “The Crime of the Week,” 
and weekly news updates. As for Akhir Sa!a, a single reporter, Ra"fat Butrus, usually 
documented the theft of cassette players and other media technologies. Like the articles of his 
counterparts at Ruz al-Yusuf, Butrus’ writings were not restricted to a single part of the 
competing publication. Regardless of the author, section, or magazine, these investigative pieces, 
or what I collectively call “popular crime reports,” generally followed a standard template: 
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people broke the law, security officials caught them, and those under arrest often confessed to 
their crimes. Popular crime reports, in this sense, were success stories for the security sector.  
 Our discussion of cassette players in the context of the law and its limits begins with a 
close treatment of three popular crime reports published in the “Crime of the Week” (Jarimat al-
Isbu!) sections of Akhir Sa!a and Ruz al-Yusuf between the years of 1979-1981. In the course of 
traversing cars, stores, and homes, these respective case studies offer a rich glimpse into the theft 
of cassette players across greater Cairo during the final years of Sadat’s presidency. As will 
become clear, the exposition of these examples will illuminate the criminal life of cassette 
players and the ways by which journalists staged the security sector’s triumphs over thieves, 
while a counter-reading of the very same narratives will ultimately lead us to reconsider the 
boundaries of one dimension of the technology’s commercial landscape: the black market. With 
this roadmap in mind, let us now turn to a colorful cast of criminals and those who caught them. 
 
Case #1: Cars, Cassette Stereos, and a Chicken Vendor 
 
 One of the more common ways to acquire cassette players illegally in Egypt was to break 
into cars. Despite the steps taken by the police and authorities in the Ministry of Interior, who 
oversaw special units to combat car theft prior to the publication of Imam’s letters, thieves 
continued to target public taxis and private vehicles of all makes and models.4 The exact number 
of car thefts occurring in and outside of Cairo is difficult to gauge. But according to one report, 
191 thefts took place throughout the capital in the first six months of 1990 alone, an average of 
one crime per day. This figure, which in all likelihood was far greater, represented a dramatic 
increase from the 202 thefts unfolding across the metropolis in all of 1989.5 The objectives of 
those carrying out these crimes were not always to hotwire and hijack vehicles. Some stripped 
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car doors and others unscrewed tires to peddle in informal markets.6 Others plundered whatever 
was inside of cars, including cassette stereos, to keep for personal use or to sell for financial gain. 
Whether a professional criminal or a misguided youth, an individual operating independently or 
a member of a gang, people from all walks of life stole cassette tapes and cassette players from 
automobiles in Egypt during the final three decades of the 20th century. 
 One of the car thieves who had the great misfortune of appearing in print was Khalaf 
Ahmad Hussayn, a 22-year old who handled poultry at his uncle’s shop in the well-to-do district 
of Misr al-Jadida. For the services Khalaf rendered to his relative, he earned, on average, E£7 per 
day. To supplement this income, he followed in the less-than-legal footsteps of his eight siblings, 
who, with the exception of two brothers, excelled in the art of taking what was not theirs. With 
no parents present to guide him, Khalaf’s father passed away a few years earlier and his mother 
lived abroad in Kuwait, the young man began to steal cassette players from cars in northeast 
Cairo. He committed his crimes at an impressive rate, an average of two thefts per week in the 
areas of Misr al-Jadida, al-Zaytun, and Hadiqat al-Qubba. By the time the police apprehended 
him in January of 1981, he had already broken into 40 vehicles. Were it not for the reportedly 
diligent efforts of Detective !Abd al-Hayy Isma!il, Lieutenant Colonel Sa!id al-!Abbar, Colonel 
Hafiz Shafiq, and Brigadier General !Abbas al-!Asi, who worked together to bring Khalaf to 
justice, the young man’s crime spree, we are told, would likely have continued for some time. 
 Unlike some of his fellow car thieves, Khalaf did not steal cassette stereos for his own 
enjoyment. His goals were strictly monetary. He sold the devices he removed from vehicles to a 
man from !Abbasiyya, who operated an electronics shop in the orbit of his thefts. In exchange for 
every cassette player, the vendor paid Khalaf up to E£40, nearly a week’s worth of wages at his 
uncle’s shop. Once acquiring the devices, the shop owner resold the merchandise to his 
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customers for a profit. Ultimately, this lucrative enterprise came to an end with Khalaf’s arrest, 
but not before the storeowner managed to traffic a percentage of the stolen cassette stereos to his 
relatives in the northern province of Kafr al-Shaykh. When the police arrived at the electronics 
shop, eleven cassette players remained on-site, all of which the officers promptly transferred to 
the precinct in Waili. With the cassette devices recovered and the security sector’s success all but 
cemented for Ruz al-Yusuf readers, Faiza Sa!d concluded her “Crime of the Week” column on a 
triumphant note. “The cassette thief has fallen into the hands of the police,” she proclaimed, 
“now you can rest assured about the stereos in your cars.”7 Perhaps unsurprisingly, this 
conclusion would prove presumptuous. Reporters for Ruz al-Yusuf and Akhir Sa!a continued to 
publicize the theft of cassette tapes and cassette players from cars across Cairo throughout the 
1980s and into the 1990s.8 For the moment, however, one less thief was on the loose. 
 Sa!d’s report on Khalaf’s capture begins to reveal some of the key ways journalists 
staged the successes of the security sector in the state-controlled press. The column opens with 
an account of the young man’s life and a description of his criminal activities to grab the reader’s 
attention. After an attempt to captivate its audience, the story then shifts from Khalaf to those 
who put an end to his illegal undertakings. The author cites these authorities by name and their 
corresponding ranks reveal both a clear chain of a command and the importance officials 
assigned to catching a lowly car thief. The efforts of all parties involved in Khalaf’s arrest, Sa!d 
emphasizes, were tireless and resulted in a seamlessly executed operation. Accenting this 
thoughtfully constructed narrative was a black-and-white caricature. The drawing, presumably of 
Khalaf, shows a downtrodden boy behind bars with only a chicken and a cassette stereo to keep 
him company. Driving home the security sector’s success, this calculated sketch was replaced by 
equally measured photographs in other crime reports that similarly staged the triumph of the law. 
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Case #2: Stores, Cassette Radios, and a Grinning Officer 
 
 To be certain, crimes involving cassette players were not limited to the streets. Thieves 
honed their skills in a variety of venues, including businesses, stores, and private residences. As 
was the case with car thefts, special security units policed these arenas. Nevertheless, robbers 
continued to empty shops and homes of their respective contents. Unlike raiding apartments and 
villas, there was arguably less guesswork involved in looting stores. Working hours were public 
knowledge, glass windows showcased the latest commodities for all to see, and astute observers 
could track the shipment and arrival of new merchandise. In an effort to attract customers, stores 
selling cassette players often published their addresses in popular magazines. Consequently, 
advertisements in Ruz al-Yusuf, Akhir Sa!a, and other periodicals provided prospective 
lawbreakers with a guide to valuable products. After selecting a location to strike, thieves were 
free to frequent shops to memorize the layout, identify escape routes, and study any security 
systems in place prior to carrying out an operation. No matter how carefully people devised, 
organized, and executed burglaries, however, not all heists were successful. Failure to pull off 
the perfect theft resulted in arrests, prison sentences, and, occasionally, articles in the press. 
 One group to appear on the pages of Akhir Sa!a used stolen cars to facilitate its crimes in 
Cairo. Led by a man called “Sukkar” (Sugar), the motley crew targeted shops to alleviate the 
financial woes of its members. The leader of the pack sought to secure a better life for his newly 
born daughter, while his assistants, “Zaqzuq” (Chirper), a full-time thug, and Ahmad, a former 
student, required money to marry their fiancées. The final member of the four-person team, 
“Na!na!” (Mint), a cab driver, needed cash to find a new home for his family following their 
forced eviction from a building the state declared unsafe to inhabit. Division of labor maximized 
the gang’s profits. Ahmad kept watch for the authorities, Na!na! drove the get-away car, and 
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Zaqzuq, along with Sukkar, broke into stores under the cover of darkness. By perfecting this 
system, the squad successfully ransacked seventy-six stores in twenty-five days in 1979. The 
estimated value of the items they seized was in the ballpark of E£500,000. Among the more 
notable goods they snatched were cassette radios. After acquiring the devices, the men then sold 
them directly to customers whose eagerness to purchase the increasingly popular technology may 
have exceeded their interest in learning how the suppliers obtained it in the first place. 
 Eventually, the hard work of numerous officials led to the arrest of Sukkar and his men. 
Building on the preliminary findings of Major General Tharwat !Atallah, who was among the 
first to discern a pattern underlying a string of unsolved thefts, Brigadier General !Abd al-Hamid 
Mansur, Colonel !Abbas al-!Asi, and Lieutenant Colonel Muhammed !Abd al-Nabi met to 
discuss what steps should be taken to curtail the recent crime wave. By the end of their secret 
session, the officers selected the Lieutenant Colonel to oversee a store theft unit. Shortly 
thereafter, Majors Nabil Salih, Muhammed Anwar, and Muhammad !Ala" increased their 
neighborhood patrols and one of the security contingents in Misr al-Jadida spotted Sukkar and 
his men breaking into a store. After foiling the heist and detaining the group, authorities moved 
the stolen goods along with the gang to the office of Lt. Col. !Abd al-Nabi. In a black-and-white 
photograph accompanying Ra"fat Butrus’ article on the arrests in Akhir Sa!a, the triumphant 
official grins in the midst of the somber-faced criminals (see Image 2.1). Three cassette radios 
rest atop his desk, while three other devices appear alongside an array of television sets in the 
right hand corner of the frame. The caption below the image reminds the magazine’s readers that 
“this photograph is not of a big trading store,” but rather of !Abd al-Nabi’s workspace.9 The 
carefully-staged scene, one of many to appear in popular crime reports, attempted to offer visible 
proof to the public that the security sector – at least in print – was winning the war on theft. 
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Image 2.1 Sukkar’s gang and security officials pose in Lt. Col. !Abd al-Nabi’s office. Source: 
Butrus, Ra"fat. "Arba!a fi Qa! al-Madina," Akhir Sa!a, no. 2310 (31 January 1979): 62. 
 
 
 The image accompanying Butrus’ text brilliantly frames the victory of the law for all to 
see. In the shot, officers openly bask in the recent arrests, smiling broadly, as thieves anxiously 
await their fates. The stolen objects, now recovered and deliberately placed, face the camera and 
fill the room. Meticulously scripted, this picture, like the narrative it supported, served to 
publicly extol the security sector and its triumphs. In a similar fashion as Sa!d’s column, Butrus’ 
crime report further stages the success of Egypt’s security apparatus in detaining criminals. With 
the aim of enticing readers, the article reads like a detective novel. It begins with a discussion of 
a gang’s members, motives, and activities. Building up to the group’s downfall, something that 
was (of course) inevitable, Butrus references seven different officers and calls attention to a 
covert meeting officials arranged to capture the robbers. Why this session took place in secret 
remains unclear, but its clandestine nature was likely intended to intrigue the article’s audience. 
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The plan that emerged from the assembly, Butrus contends, was swiftly implemented and 
achieved its desired result in a timely manner: the capture of Sukkar’s crew. This outcome, he 
concludes, was only possible due to the tireless work of officials who effectively cooperated, 
skillfully communicated, and formed a potent vanguard against crime. 
 
Case #3: Homes, Cassette Players, and Funny Forensics 
 
 Beyond cars and commercial enterprises, criminals also gravitated towards private 
residences. Men and women stole from familiar places, such as the houses of friends and clients, 
in addition to the quarters of complete strangers, whose wealth was well-known or readily 
evident. To illegally enter villas and apartments, people employed a wide array of tactics. They 
broke down doors, shattered windows, and shimmied up balconies during the day and after dusk. 
Regardless of one’s method, these activities arguably demanded a degree of planning. Many 
thieves waited until occupants were away at work, on vacation, or otherwise absent before 
swiping valuable objects that required little effort to transport. To maximize the haul from each 
campaign, some people chose to work as part of a team, whereas others preferred to perform 
robberies alone. Along with clothing, cash, and jewelry, electronics routinely vanished from the 
abodes of foreigners and Egyptians alike. Cassette players were among the more popular 
machines offenders took to use, store, and sell. As was the case with vehicles and shops, the 
security sector strove to safeguard people’s properties and belongings. The times officials failed 
to perform these duties were not recorded in the “Crime of the Week” sections of state-controlled 
magazines. The moments authorities apprehended thieves, on the other hand, periodically 
resulted in popular crime reports that informed and entertained contemporary readers. 
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 Nearly two years after the fall of Sukkar and his men, Wafiq Fayid, a father of two who 
orchestrated three hundred robberies across Cairo and Giza, was the subject of one such report in 
Akhir Sa!a. Born into a middle-class family, Wafiq learned how to steal at an early age. After his 
mother passed away, his father re-married and started a new life by leaving his son behind in a 
juvenile center. There, Wafiq allegedly acquired the tools that would allow him to later elude the 
authorities for six long years, during which he single-handedly stole an estimated E£2,000,000 of 
cash, jewelry, and electronics, including quite a few cassette radios. Unlike Sukkar’s gang, 
Wafiq obtained these items from the homes of foreigners and Egyptians, friends and strangers. 
The only shred of evidence he left behind at the scenes of his crimes was a single fingerprint. 
Rather than leading investigators to the thief, this forensic clue threw them further off his trail. 
Based on the print’s size, experts believed it belonged to an adolescent. To make matters worse, 
officials were unable to track the items Wafiq stole, objects he distributed to four merchants, one 
of whom ultimately played a part in bringing an end to the criminal’s illustrious career. 
 With no suspect in sight for the crimes Wafiq committed, the police caught a break when 
a citizen filed a report against a man who swindled him out of E£110,000. Following up on the 
complaint, authorities apprehended a suspect after a lengthy pursuit beginning by the Giza 
Pyramids and ending in the downtown district of Doqqi. During the interrogation that ensued 
officers noticed the existence of an extra digit on each of the man’s hands in their custody. 
Intrigued by this anomaly, they crosschecked the sixth fingerprint against existing ones in their 
records and identified a match. The middle-aged man in front of them was none other than the 
misperceived “young thief” behind a rash of unsolved robberies. Well aware that his additional 
digits were smaller than his other fingers, Wafiq deliberately chose what fingerprints to leave 
behind at the sites of his earlier heists. In the words of writer Ra"fat Butrus, he “utilized this 
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genetic defect to commit his crimes.”10 Following this revelation, Akhir Sa!a published two 
pictures of Wafiq with a number of the items he stole before his arrest, which would not have 
been possible without the “around-the-clock” efforts of detectives, police officers, forensic 
experts, government representatives, and members of the mukhabarat, or the secret police (see 
Image 2.2). To celebrate this success, officials went so far as to invite journalists to a special 
event to learn more about the infamous man behind the home break-ins. It is unknown if Butrus 
attended this gathering, but it is beyond any doubt that the security sector scored yet another 
public victory with the publication of his sensational report on the six-fingered thief. 
 
 
Image 2.2 Wafiq poses with the things he stole. Source: Butrus, Ra"fat. "Lughz ‘al-Basma’  
al-Sadisa Wara" Akbar !Amaliyat Nasb," Akhir Sa!a, no. 2409 (24 December 1980): 60. 
 
 In a number of ways, Butrus’ article on Wafiq’s capture recalls elements of his earlier 
column on Sukkar’s circle. The journalist invites readers to learn about the criminal’s rough 
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childhood, transformation into a thief, and the campaigns he led prior to recounting the daunting 
obstacles officers ultimately overcame to apprehend him. Wafiq’s arrest, Butrus underscores, 
was due to the attentiveness of security officials. Agents spotted his extra fingers and only then 
decided to run the digits in their system. The station’s well-oiled database, in turn, revealed the 
robber’s true identity. Once in custody, Wafiq appeared in print with some of the objects he 
procured from peoples’ homes. In one of the photographs, he comically juggles handfuls of 
jewelry and a bundle of cash. His smirk lends the impression that officials may have caught him 
in the middle of a theft, but a pair of handcuffs dangling from one of Wafiq’s wrists confirms 
otherwise. Upon closer inspection, it is likely officials fastened and then unlocked the thief’s 
restraints to allow him to pose with the goods in the attention-grabbing shot, which would not 
have been possible with the shackles secured. In a second, carefully curated image, Wafiq points 
to the electronics he stole in what appears to be a warehouse. Several cassette radios sit atop 
television sets, while others rest haphazardly on a shelf below. The mixed arrangement suggests 
authorities wanted to showcase a percentage of the machines they successfully seized. Wafiq’s 
“candid” pose, meanwhile, assumes that of a guide but may have been in response to a presiding 
officer’s order. Much like Wafiq, who consciously choreographed his crimes by leaving behind a 
single print, both photographs rely on staging to convey the success of authorities in bringing a 
criminal to justice. Butrus’ article, for all these reasons, reduces a master framer to a mere prop. 
 
Staging Success: From Popular Crime Reports to Police Exhibitions 
 
 In many aspects, staging, as we observed in the above case studies, was central to popular 
crime reports. The authors behind these investigative pieces, unlike the officers responsible for 
police dispatches, wrote with the masses in mind. The resulting publications in the state-
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controlled Egyptian press were not documents intended for the eyes of a few or destined to 
collect dust in the file cabinets of police precincts. Sensational entries in Ruz al-Yusuf, Akhir 
Sa!a, and other leading magazines regularly reached thousands of Egyptians on a weekly basis. 
The objectives of popular crime reports were essentially two-fold. On one level, they alerted 
Egyptians to noteworthy developments, such as the demise of “dangerous” thieves, which served 
to evidence the success of the government’s war on crime. At the same time, the articles 
entertained the parties who perused them by framing the triumphs of the security sector in a way 
that not only showered state authorities with praise but also made for enjoyable reading. 
 The criminals profiled by journalists did not subscribe to a single mold of which Egyptian 
readers could grow tired. Bakers and barbers, businessmen and cab drivers, the unemployed and 
lackluster students, all broke the law in the popular press. No matter one’s standing as a “home-
grown son” (ibn al-balad), a “son of the aristocracy” (ibn al-dhawat), or anywhere in between, 
all sorts of offenders ended up in police custody, behind bars, and on the pages of state-
controlled magazines.11 The stories of criminals to appear in print were sensational. A state 
employee who robbed homes with his mistress, youths who transported stolen electronics under 
loaves of bread atop their bicycles, and a young girl who lured drivers off the road and into 
ambushes with her feminine wiles, all made headlines. Rhetorical flourishes drew readers in 
further to already gripping narratives. Writers, for instance, often cited the comical nicknames of 
criminals. “The Senator” led a motley crew of white-collar thieves; Muhammad “Peugeot” stole 
French cars by the same name on inter-provincial highways; and Hassan “Mazika” (Hassan 
Music) enjoyed spending time at discotheques when he was not targeting Mercedes known as al-
zalamukat, or the behinds of ducks, due to their shape.12 Together, all of these narrative elements 
played a part in producing reports that simultaneously enlightened and amused their audiences. 
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 Regardless of the differences among thieves and the crimes they committed, the law 
always prevailed in popular crime reports. Robbers ran wild, security officials apprehended 
them, and the Ministry of Interior triumphed. To dramatize the successes of the security sector, 
writers employed several strategies. For one, they stressed that the task of catching criminals was 
not an easy one by citing officials who openly voiced their frustrations with certain cases. One of 
the more common hurdles authorities identified in the press was the lack of leads for tracing 
electronics that vanished from cars, stores, and homes. Far from highlighting the inadequacies of 
those in charge of upholding the law, the tactical acknowledgement of such obstacles made 
eventual arrests appear all the more impressive to readers. At the foundation of every security 
operation in popular crime reports was excellent communication. On paper, investigators, beat 
cops, forensic experts, secret police officers, and senior government officials all labored together 
as a close-knit team across departmental lines and geographical boundaries. Far from miraculous, 
this flawless cooperation, journalists maintained, was commonplace. The hard work of 
individuals underwrote this teamwork. Writers stressed the diligence of particular actors and 
consistently noted the names of those who deserved the public’s praise. Staged photographs 
accompanying articles further solidified the achievements of industrious agents and the state they 
served. Smartly placed images illustrated not only what thieves stole, but also the scope of what 
officials recovered and, when possible, returned to the rightful owners. At times, the careful 
staging of popular crime reports translated to other arenas off of the printed page. 
 On an annual basis, the Central Police Headquarters in Cairo organized events to 
showcase the items that officers confiscated from thieves. The estimated value of the objects at 
the 1987 exhibition exceeded E£3,000,000 and originated from the caches of fifteen criminal 
networks. Among the more abundant devices on display were electrical appliances. Visitors were 
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free to browse these items in a hall housing no less than thirty television sets, thirty videocassette 
players, and fifty cassette stereos. In an effort to raise awareness about this event, President 
Mubarak’s Interior Minister, General Zaki Badr, encouraged all Egyptians to stop by the staging 
grounds to take in the sites. His remarks appeared in a column authored by Butrus in Akhir 
Sa!a.13 No less surprising than the reporter’s coverage of the exhibition was the Minister’s call to 
attend it. There were few better ways to showcase the government’s triumphs over thieves than 
to broadcast a public spectacle highlighting the missteps of criminals and the brilliance of those 
who caught them. On many fronts, popular crime reports served as more powerful reminders of 
the security sector’s successes than the annual expositions at the Cairo police headquarters. On a 
weekly basis, sensational articles detailing the falls of thieves circulated throughout Egypt, where 
citizens learnt of the latest arrests without ever visiting a police precinct. The same records that 
worked to accentuate the successes of the security sector before a mass audience, however, may 
be read against the grain to shed light on one key chapter in the criminal life of cassette 
technology, its commercial landscape, and the history of modern Egypt: the black market. 
 
The Making of a Black Market 
 
 While exposés on failed criminals in state-controlled magazines aimed to illuminate the 
successes of Egypt’s security sector, they may conversely be read to reveal the presence of a 
thriving black market for cassette technology. One of the primary phenomena that fueled this 
commercial arena, whose legal boundaries were far from well defined, was local theft. Thieves 
played a prominent part in the unlawful movement of cassette players, and the passage of stolen 
machines only became apparent with their sensational demises in the popular press. As one will 
recall from the three case studies above, the circulation of stolen cassette players assumed 
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different forms. Khalaf, the poultry vendor, sold cassette stereos he stripped from cars to the 
owner of a local electronics shop, while Sukkar and his motley crew supplied customers directly 
with the cassette radios they seized from stores. The six-fingered Wafiq, meanwhile, elected to 
distribute the cassette devices he snatched from private residences to multiple merchants. Joining 
these offenders were other Egyptians. Muhammad Hasanayn, a “son of the aristocracy,” 
followed in the footsteps of Sukkar’s gang and swiped cassette radios from shops (see Image 
2.3), while a “Mu!alim !Arabi,” the owner of a bakery, sold stolen electronics, procured by his 
employees, at unbeatable prices.14 If woven together, these seemingly disparate historical 
incidents begin to form a more vivid mosaic of the suspect movement of cassette technology. At 
the center of this arrangement is a robust commercial landscape that obscures any clear boundary 
between “legal” and “illegal” channels for the consumption of cassettes players in modern Egypt. 
 
 
Image 2.3 Muhammad poses alongside cassette radios.  
Source: Butrus, Ra’fat. "Al-Dala! Sabab Musibati,"  
Akhir Sa!a, no. 2372 (9 April 1980): 60. 
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 It is doubtful, for instance, that customers at the !Abbasiyya electronics shop would have 
been able to differentiate between the cassette stereos Khalaf stole from nearby cars and those 
storeowners imported from Sony, Toshiba, and other international companies. Likewise, it is 
unlikely the patrons of Wafiq’s merchants knew the cassette radios on display originated not 
directly from factory floors as far away as Japan, but from people’s homes across Cairo. Even in 
the cases of Sukkar, Muhammad, and Mu!alim !Arabi, consumers may well have been under the 
impression that they were purchasing cassette players from official vendors. The quantity of 
stolen merchandise in each man’s possession, after all, rivaled, and perhaps even exceeded, that 
on the shelves of licensed shops. At the same time, it is even possible customers cared more 
about the cost of a cassette player than the machine’s questionable origins. Black market vendors 
did not mind offering discounts on devices they acquired for free or purchased for a fraction of 
the actual cost. If the price of cassette players influenced where consumers shopped, it also 
played a part in prompting people from all walks of life to steal, store, and sell cassette devices, 
which, contrary to popular belief, were not initially affordable for many Egyptians.  
 In comparison to its predecessor, the transistor radio, cassette players, early on, were 
neither cheap nor the subject of state-led price cuts. Consider the months immediately following 
Gamal !Abd al-Nasser’s death in 1970, when Sadat’s administration lowered the prices on 
“essential” goods. Along with the costs of tea, kerosene, batteries, shoes, sugar, compact 
refrigerators, and winter clothing, the price of another item that seemed noticeably less essential 
also fell: the transistor radio.15 In adherence with the government’s directions, four companies 
specializing in electronics cut the cost of transistor radios. Businessmen believed the new prices, 
now “within everyone’s means,” would result in higher sales (see Table 2.1). It is difficult to 
know if this proved to be true, but later advertisements confirm that the cost of transistor radios 
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remained low.16 The same could not be said, however, of cassette players. In December of 1975, 
Philips announced an exciting new line of products in the press. Soon, it proclaimed, consumers 
would be able to purchase a portable cassette radio for around E£60 and a car cassette stereo for 
approximately E£65.17 Accompanying these devices was a new pocket transistor radio for E£4.5, 
less than thirteen-times the estimated cost of its cassette counterparts.18 Two weeks after this 
declaration, a financial institution in downtown Cairo, Midhat al-Masri, ran a telling notification 
in the press. It offered Egyptians loans to purchase expensive items, including cars and cassette 
radios.19 Ultimately, the relatively high cost of the technology, combined with its demand, 
motivated criminals to steal cassettes players, which, in turn, fueled a flourishing black market. 
 
Transistor Radio  Original Price (E£) New Price (E£) Discount (%) 
Phillips 145 Radio 12.5 11 12 
Phillips Satchel Radio 10.90 9.5 12.84 
Telimisr Radio 12 10 16.66 
Katron Radio 9 7 22.22  
Table 2.1 Transistor Radio Costs Before and After Government Price Cuts in 1970. Source: !Abd 
al-Hakim, Hikmat. "Harakat al-Aswaq ba!d Takhfid al-As!ar," Akhir Sa!a (4 November 1970): 6. 
 
 During the 1970s and the 1980s, black markets were far from a rarity in Egypt. Reports 
on the illegal sale of cigarettes, cement, and basic foodstuffs, to name only a few commodities, 
graced the pages of popular magazines that passed through the hands of thousands of Egyptians. 
In addition to articles, many illustrations featured black market traders.20 The battle between 
these lawbreakers and the officials who aimed to suppress them is no more evident than in one of 
Ahmad Higazi’s drawings on the cover of Ruz al-Yusuf in April of 1973.21 The renowned 
cartoonist stages soldiers, peasants, workers, intellectuals, and the Egyptian masses on one side, 
and smugglers, exploiters, bribe-takers, and black market traders on the other.22 President Sadat, 
representing “the new ministry,” stands in between both groups. He menaces the wrongdoers 
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with his cane, speaks in the name of the Egyptian people, and succeeds in separating the various 
villains from the majority of Egyptians who flock behind him. In the case of cassette technology, 
the division between black market traders and their law-abiding compatriots was not nearly as 
clear-cut as Higazi’s cover makes it out to be. Indeed, the black market we discerned through a 
counter reading of security success stories critically blurs the boundary between “legal” and 
“illegal” channels for the consumption of cassette players and leads one to question definitive 
divisions for the sale and acquisition of other consumer goods in modern Egypt. As we will see 
shortly, thieves and their associates were not the only ones to gain from the suspect circulation of 
cassette technology. Egyptians who smuggled cassette players also profited from the mass 
medium, and their activities, which proved difficult to police, add another layer of complexity to 
the media technology’s commercial landscape and the development of Egypt’s cassette culture. 
 
Travelers, Customs, and Contraband 
 
 In the summer of 1985, a student by the name of Samia !Ali completed her doctoral 
degree in the United States and returned home to Egypt, eager to serve her country. Upon 
arriving in the airport in Cairo on a flight from New York City, !Ali was instructed by customs 
agents to empty her three suitcases. She complied, and officials proceeded to meticulously 
examine the contents of her bags, paying particular attention to every article of clothing, which 
they inspected “piece by piece.” To the traveler’s horror, state employees paraded her belongings 
in front of their colleagues, who mocked, gossiped, and laughed about !Ali’s personal effects. If 
these “inhumane inspections” do not cease, she warned in a letter to the editors of Ruz al-Yusuf, 
citizens may very well consider immigrating to another country that places a higher premium on 
people’s dignity.23 Unsurprisingly, a response from the letter’s addressee, Salah Hamid, the 
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Minister of Finance, was not forthcoming. However, the President of Customs’ Affairs, Ahmad 
Bassyuni, did reply, albeit belatedly. Seven weeks after !Ali penned her pointed complaint, the 
official maintained that customs officers inspected her luggage in “a peaceful manner” that lasted 
only a “few minutes” and was accompanied by “friendly dialogue.”24 Following this routine 
examination, Bassyuni reports, !Ali willingly paid the fees she incurred and the agents kindly 
reduced for her sake. Customs employees, in short, were innocent of any wrongdoing, while 
!Ali, the official concluded, needed to revisit the ins and outs of traveling. 
 !Ali was neither the first nor the last to censure customs officials in 20th century Egypt. 
As early as the summer of 1971, three years prior to Sadat’s announcement of the infitah, Muhga 
!Uthman leveled a similar critique on the pages of the same periodical. Travelers, she decried, 
“suffer from complicated charges and an archaic system that doesn’t suit the spirit of the time” 
(tabi!at al-!asr).25 At the center of this system were customs officers, who searched more bags 
than national regulations stipulated and assessed charges on everything from refrigerators to pet 
canaries. The outdated system berated by !Uthman at the beginning of the 1970s continued to be 
the target of ridicule two decades later. On the eve of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, journalists 
continued to call attention to the poor experiences of their compatriots with customs. The 
Egyptian returning to his homeland, !Isam !Abd al-!Aziz and !Isam Abu Haram exclaimed, 
“feels his bags have turned into a ‘disaster’ that drains his money.”26 As was the case with !Ali 
and !Uthman, both writers urged customs officers to welcome travelers with open arms. 
 The image of the overbearing customs agent found fertile ground in cartoons throughout 
the 1970s and the 1980s. It was during these two decades when traveling abroad became less of a 
luxury for a select few and more of a viable undertaking for an increasing number of Egyptians. 
Hundreds of thousands of citizens ventured to Libya, and later, to Iraq, Jordan, and the Gulf in 
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search of work, while others boarded buses, ships, and planes to vacation, study abroad, visit 
relatives, and perform the annual pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia. In many illustrations, circulating 
widely in the popular press and adopting colloquial Egyptian Arabic for satirical ends, customs 
officials brazenly invade the personal space of Egyptians in transit. One sketch, for instance, 
shows an older man standing nervously in his briefs, arms spread to his sides, as an officer 
rummages through his two-piece suit. “I need to confirm,” the inspector explains, “you don’t 
have any refrigerators with you.”27 The fact the official is looking not for one but multiple 
refrigerators on the traveler’s person makes the scene all the more absurd. In a second drawing, a 
middle-aged man appears at his father’s doorstep completely naked. Tears cascade down his 
cheeks as he wails: “they customed me (gamrakuni) at the airport dad!”28 To fully convey the 
man’s agony, an entirely new Arabic verb is needed (see Image 2.4). In both cases, authorities 
strip commuters to ensure they are not attempting to smuggle anything into Egypt.  
 
  
Image 2.4 A man sobs to his father about being “customed” at the airport, and a customs  
officer apprehends a rotund man for smuggling food. Sources: !Abd al-!Aziz, !Isam and  
!Isam Abu Haram. "!Awdat al-Misriyyin: Bil-Ahdan ya Jamarik." Ruz al-Yusuf, no. 3236  
(18 June 1990): 32; Gawad. "Jamarik." Ruz al-Yusuf, no. 2887 (10 October 1983): 28. 
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 While customs agents often forced men to shed their clothes in cartoons, they demanded 
to know what women were hiding underneath them. On more than one occasion, officials 
interrogate pregnant travelers about the nature of their protruding bellies.29 The rigor with which 
these officials allegedly performed their jobs takes on an added degree of intensity in still other 
caricatures. Agents accuse an obese man of smuggling food (see Image 2.4), confiscate the head 
of another due to his “imported ideas,” and order a third to produce an import permit for his 
foreign wife.30 One off-duty officer goes so far as to command his beloved to open her 
handbag.31 Together, all of these writings and drawings cultivate the image of the “all-seeing” 
customs official who goes above and beyond the call of duty to keep Egypt’s borders secure. 
Nothing, these materials lead us to believe, made it past overeager men and women stationed in 
major points of transit like Cairo, Port Sa!id, and Alexandria. As we will see, however, the 
thoroughness reporters actively denounced and illustrators brilliantly lampooned did not prevent 
people from smuggling everyday objects across Egypt’s borders in the mid-to-late 20th century. 
 Despite being a central component of mass consumer culture in modern Egypt, 
smuggling remains firmly on the margins of Egyptian historiography. This lack of attention to 
trafficking is due, in part, to the analytical scale scholars adopt. As Willem Van Schendel and 
Itty Abraham have argued, academics utilizing a nation-state framework generally overlook the 
movement of peoples, objects, and ideas across national boundaries.32 Historians who do choose 
to write about smuggling in the Middle East overwhelmingly focus on the illegal movement of 
narcotics. Scholars, such as Liat Kozma, Cyrus Schayegh, and Haggai Ram, have carefully 
followed the circulation of cocaine, heroin, hashish, and opium, across Egypt, Turkey, and the 
greater Mediterranean in the first half of the 20th century.33 While succeeding in exploring a 
global phenomenon at a local level, these historical works ultimately capture only a fraction of 
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the things people carried across borders. The emphasis placed by historians on drugs, which 
constitute only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to smuggled commodities, neglects the 
suspect movement of ordinary objects. As a result, readers are left with the errant impression that 
one was more likely to smuggle a kilo of cocaine than a pair of shoes in the Middle East. 
 Our discussion of the suspect travel of legal objects in Sadat’s Egypt opens with a 
broader picture of smuggling trends. Once demonstrating how certain parties cleverly wielded 
the law to import goods, whereas others boldly broke it, I will situate the movement of one item 
in particular – cassette players – within this larger landscape. Lastly, I will conclude by 
addressing where consumer goods may have ended up after making it past customs. Here, a 
street synonymous with smuggling in downtown Cairo, Shawarbi, comes into view. As will 
become clear, those transporting goods into Egypt were as diverse as the things they carried. 
 
Smuggling in Sadat’s Egypt 
“Commerce is Cleverness” (al-tigara shatara) 
 ~ Egyptian Proverb 
 
 Despite the attentiveness of customs agents and the establishment of anti-smuggling 
offices, authorities struggled to stem the illicit passage of consumer goods during Sadat’s 
presidency. Throughout the 1970s, movies, clothing, birth control, kitchenware, car parts, and 
currency crossed into Egypt alongside cement, blenders, sewing machines, transistor radios, 
television sets, and cassette players. Those responsible for the transnational movement of these 
items did not subscribe to a single mold. Men and women, young and old, urban and rural, 
wealthy and working class, all traveled with everyday things that turned up in homes, businesses, 
and on the black market. Notably, the entrance of these goods was not always illegal. A number 
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of citizens creatively employed the law to import foreign products. Others, meanwhile, simply 
did not declare the things they transported. A critical reading of the state-controlled Egyptian 
press offers a window onto these activities. Weekly magazines with mass readerships regularly 
reported on smuggling in articles spanning multiple pages. At times, editorials assumed the form 
of success stories that resembled “popular crime reports.” Customs agents, in these triumphant 
narratives, caught criminals red-handed. The heroics of officials, however, received no more 
attention than the complex relationship between imports and the law. Loopholes, writers 
routinely lamented, enabled Egyptians from all walks of life to legally smuggle countless goods. 
 On the day of Nasser’s death, 28 September 1970, one Egyptian journalist declared: “the 
game of smuggling has become a popular sport.”34 One of the major players in this game was the 
“suitcase trader” (tajir al-shanta), who took advantage of looser restrictions on imports, as a 
result of the infitah, to cross into Egypt with large quantities of consumer goods. In August of 
1974, the Minister of Foreign Trade, Fathi al-Matbuli, issued a resolution known as “number 
286.” The decree permitted any Egyptian citizen to import up to E£5,000 of foreign goods. One 
of the unforeseen consequences of this measure, which was intended to satisfy the needs of local 
consumers, was the growth of suitcase smuggling, a practice that did not begin with the infitah 
but certainly benefited from one of its statutes. Suitcase traders, ranging from students to street 
sellers, outwitted customs officials in a number of ways. Some chose to mail items to Egypt, 
capitalizing on the lower fees for objects arriving by post in comparison to those being 
transported in person.35 Others, favoring a more hands on approach, ventured abroad and 
returned with things to sell in cities and in villages.36 Still others, once becoming established, 
employed men and women to travel on their behalf. In return for all expense-paid trips to ports 
around the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, “suitcase carriers” (himal al-shanta) retrieved crates, 
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boxes, and bags from cargo-laden piers.37 Upon arriving in Egypt by boats, cars, and planes, they 
surrendered their “personal items” to handlers who sold them for a small fortune. Regardless of 
one’s approach, suitcase smugglers legally imported a wide variety of everyday products. 
 Joining suitcase traders and carriers were other smugglers who utilized the law to 
outmaneuver authorities. Egyptians working in the tourism industry played an important part in 
the suspect movement of materials during Sadat’s tenure. Starting in 1973, a new regulation 
enabled parties to avoid customs fees on supplies destined for the tourism sector.38 The main 
objective of the decree was to generate (foreign) investment in one of the mainstays of the 
national economy. As was the case with al-Matbuli’s resolution, “law number 1” inadvertently 
provided Egyptians with a second avenue to smuggle goods. Hotel owners, in adherence with the 
law, applied for import permits from the Ministry of Tourism. As a part of their application, they 
submitted lists of objects, including everything from furniture to silverware, to be used in their 
establishments. Not every item applicants requested ended up where they proposed. Once 
clearing customs, a percentage of goods entered the marketplace. Here, the case of cement is 
particularly telling. One of the central components of any construction project, cement reportedly 
fetched E£60 per ton on the black market in the spring of 1977, four times its official value at the 
time.39 This significant discrepancy was due, in part, to businessmen selling the cement intended 
for hotels. Although it is impossible to gauge the exact number of people exploiting the tourism 
law to smuggle goods, one task force reported twenty-five violators across eighty projects in the 
final months of 1980 alone.40 Those officials caught paid double the customs fees on what they 
requested, while others who illegally retailed what they legally imported made a sizeable profit. 
 Of course, not every smuggler utilized the law to import consumer goods. In fact, many 
simply broke it by concealing what they carried over national borders. Egyptians from across the 
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socio-economic spectrum masked electronics, clothing, food, and household appliances, among 
many other things, to use, sell, and distribute as gifts in Egypt throughout the mid-to-late 20th 
century. The failures of citizens to transport objects occasionally resulted in headlines, while the 
missteps of officials to block the illicit passage of consumer goods did not surface in weekly 
magazines. As was the case with crime reports documenting the falls of thieves, stories 
showcased the triumphs of law enforcement officials over smugglers before a mass audience. 
Lists of what authorities confiscated clearly evidenced not only the amount of items people tried 
to smuggle but also the ability of customs officers to protect national industries from the 
“onslaught” of foreign products. With the aim of gaining a glimpse into this third form of 
trafficking, let us now shift to the illegal movement of cassette players in a city synonymous with 
smuggling, foreign imports, and mass consumption in Sadat’s Egypt: Port Sa!id. 
 
Port Sa!id, Cassette Players, and the Infitah 
 
 After a decade of discussions, delayed by three major wars (1967, 1967-1970, 1973), Port 
Sa!id officially became a Free City under Sadat’s watch in 1976. In the years to follow, the city 
and its Free Zone came to embody a successful emblem of infitah economics at work and a 
glaring example of consumption gone awry. The paradoxical position occupied by Port Sa!id in 
national discourse played out in the popular press, where politicians, journalists, cartoonists, and 
ordinary citizens contemplated a common question: “Was the Free City a success?” One article 
appearing in Ruz al-Yusuf two months prior to Sadat’s assassination on 6 October 1981, captures 
some facets of this debate. In the piece, Asma Rashid interviews Isma!il Ghanim, a financial 
official who firmly believes Port Sa!id succeeded in becoming a Free City. According to 
Ghanim, jobs abounded, opportunities to profit were plentiful, and residents enjoyed a higher 
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standard of living as a result of the Free Zone. In light of these advancements, discussions, 
Ghanim declares, were underway for establishing other Free Cities along the Suez Canal. After 
acknowledging these alleged improvements, Rashid proceeds to discredit the official’s claims 
“from the inside.” She travels to the Free Zone, interviews ordinary people, and visits businesses. 
The voices of a housewife who lives in a home without carpets, a bus driver who bemoans the 
transformation of every shop into a boutique, and a factory owner who employs few workers, all 
support the reporter’s rebuttal: Port Sa!id’s Free Zone failed to deliver on its promise and was 
not a model to be exported to Alexandria, Isma!iliyya, or anywhere else in Egypt.41 Whether 
lauding the Free City as a success or censuring its meager contributions to the national economy, 
parties still found common ground on one issue. Smuggling was a serious problem in the city. 
 The Egyptian press rarely published an article on Port Sa!id without mentioning 
smuggling. One journalist, !Abd al-Sattar al-Tawila, went so far as to argue that the Free City 
failed to benefit Egypt in any way but succeeded in producing new forms of smuggling. Traders, 
he maintained, doctored receipts to defy import restrictions, lied about the origins of products to 
pay lower fees, employed young boys to transport goods beyond city limits, and bypassed 
customs altogether by moving merchandise from boats to cars under the cover of darkness.42 The 
link between smuggling and Port Sa!id was not limited to print media. The same year al-Tawila 
published his exposé, !Ali Badrakhan produced Ahl al-Qimma (The People at the Top, 1981).43 
The film, based on a Naguib Mahfouz story, revolves around four characters. A former thief, 
Za!tar al-Nuri (played by Nur al-Sharif), works as a smuggler for Zaghlul Rafit (played by !Amr 
al-Hariri), the manager of a fraudulent import-export firm. He retrieves foreign goods from the 
docks in Port Sa!id and sets up a shop near the Citadel. No longer struggling to make a living, 
Za!tar pursues Isham (played by Su!ad Husni), the niece of Muhammad Fawzi (played by !Izat 
! &%+!
al-!Alayli), a policeman who does not approve of their relationship. On one occasion, 
Muhammad decides to pay Za!tar a visit. He passes by tables covered with clothes and cassette 
players in Suq al-Libya until he finds the right boutique. Color televisions, electric fans, and 
cassette radios line the shop’s walls (see Image 2.5). When Muhammad asks Za!tar if smuggling 
played a part in his newfound fortune, the storeowner accredits his affluence to the infitah. 
 
 
Image 2.5 Za!tar’s sister, Gilgila, gives Muhammad a tour of the shop and its cassette radios. 
Source: Badrakhan, !Ali. "Ahl al-Qimma." 118. Egypt: Aflam Jamal al-Laythi, 1981. 
 
 Unlike the cassette radios gracing the shelves of Za!tar’s store in Cairo, a number of 
cassette players did not make it past customs in Port Sa!id. According to Major !Arafa !Ali 
!Amr, a high-ranking administrator in the city’s security sector, electronics, and especially 
cassette players, were at the center of “most smuggling cases”.44 Although it is impossible to 
determine the precise number of cassette players illegally passing through Port Sa!id at any given 
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time, crime reports published over the course of a nine-month period begin to elucidate the 
technology’s secret circulation during Sadat’s rule. Starting in July 1978, customs officials made 
two big busts. At the center of the first was the driver of a tractor-trailer who struck a deal with 
smugglers to transport E£50,000 of goods. With the help of a young boy, agents retrieved a 
sewing machine, thirteen cassette radios, and hundreds of articles of clothing from spare tires 
inside of the truck’s storage tank. Around the same time, officials discovered thirty-three cassette 
radios, two mixers, and numerous pieces of fabric in a second vehicle. The items came to light 
after the car’s owner tried to bribe an officer with E£600.45 Less than a year later, in February 
1979, agents confiscated even more cassette players. Operating on a child’s advice, they found 
forty cassette devices and dinnerware sets buried under produce in the back of a lorry. Then, in 
the course of inspecting multiple cars, they seized six hundred cassette players and four hundred 
gowns worth an estimated E£200,000. According to the incident report, smugglers carefully 
concealed the items in customized gas tanks, but inspectors still discovered them with ease.46 
 Articles calling attention to smuggling in Port Sa!id often served a greater purpose. Crime 
reports, for instance, showcased the triumphs of the city’s customs officers. Honest, diligent, and 
approachable, the agents appearing in the state-controlled Egyptian press rejected considerable 
bribes, conducted meticulous searches, and acted on the advice of good Samaritans. The 
challenges authorities faced, we are told, were immense. To convey the gravity of smuggling, 
journalists regularly cited the number of things officials confiscated. “Numbers alone,” one 
writer claimed in September 1978, “can give you a correct picture of Port Sa!id.” On these 
grounds, he lists what authorities impounded: twenty tons of fabric, eighteen thousand articles of 
clothing, and three hundred forty cassette players.47 The timeframe for these seizures is neither 
clear nor relevant; the figures are meant to shock readers. Despite the ambiguity surrounding this 
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data and the overt agenda of crime reporters, the mention of cassette players evidences the 
object’s movement at the hands of smugglers. At the same time, if the popular press illuminated 
the successes of officials in stemming the illegal passage of cassette technology, it also alluded to 
the machines that made it past customs. In this regard, one need only remember the case of the 
child informant. If the boy did not reach out to officers, dozens of cassette players would have 
entered Egypt. In the grand scheme of smuggling, this number may seem insignificant, but it 
takes on greater weight if one considers all of the times when lorries carrying contraband cleared 
customs, or when travelers concealed cassette radios inside of their suitcases that went 
undetected. Having covered the illegal movement of cassette players in Port Sa!id, let us briefly 
consider where consumer goods may have ended up once eluding officers on Egypt’s borders.  
 
Smugglers, Shoppers, and Shawarbi Street 
 
 In L'Égypte Aujourd'hui (1977), the prolific travel writer, Jean Hureau, describes a typical 
day in the life of Cairenes. He observes couples holding hands, friends hanging out, and locals 
taking little notice of foreigners on the capital’s crowded streets. Downtown, he records how 
“department stores and beautiful boutiques filled with treasures from overseas” draw crowds. 
Many Egyptians browse the latest imports, while others purchase things after rounds of 
bargaining. Much of this activity, the guidebook informs readers, takes place “between Tahrir 
Square, Ramses Street, and Opera Square” where “the windows are bursting with goods.”48  
 At the center of this retail geography was a street Hureau never mentions by name, 
Shari!a al-Shawarbi, one of the most popular destinations for smuggled items in Sadat’s Egypt. 
Strategically located in the heart of Cairo’s commercial district, Shawarbi connected two major 
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thoroughfares for downtown shoppers: Qasr al-Nil and !Abd al-Khaliq Tharwat (see Image 2.6). 
Dozens of banks, airlines, and travel agencies surrounded it. Restaurants, cafes, and bars 
similarly abounded nearby. L’Américaine, Estoril, and Excelsior on Tal!at Harb, Grillon, 
Groppi, and Lappas on Qasr al-Nil, and Liban, Chez Riche, and Sofar on Shari!a !Adly were all 
within walking distance of the road.49 Shawarbi’s proximity to these places, in addition to its 
short distance from the Bab al-Luq railway station, the American University, the Central Post 
Office, the Ezbekiya Gardens, and several different cinemas, yielded no shortage of foot traffic. 
Like al-Muski, Khan al-Khalili, and other commercial nodes in Cairo, Shawarbi was well-known 
for what it carried. On any given day, Egyptian consumers could expect to find imported blouses, 
nightgowns, shirts, shoes, and suit jackets, irons, kitchenware, cigarettes, cologne, and cassette 
radios in windows overlooking opposite sidewalks. What set Shawarbi apart from other local and 
national markets, however, was not only what it offered but how things ended up there. 
  
 
Image 2.6 A map of central Cairo with Shawarbi Street marked by arrows. Source: Cowley, 
Deborah. Cairo - A Practical Guide. Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 1975. 
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 As was the case with Port Sa!id, Shawarbi often surfaced in discussions concerning 
consumer culture and its ills in modern Egypt. The street, commentators repeatedly avowed, was 
a haven for smuggled goods, illegal dealings, and deceitful businessmen. In these regards, an 
article from Ra"fat Butrus, the author of numerous crime reports in Akhir Sa!a, is representative 
of Shawarbi’s standard portrayal in the state-controlled Egyptian press. Butrus introduces the 
street as a “bustling market for all that is forbidden, prohibited, and illegal.”50 How well-known 
was the road? Its fame, the writer contended in February of 1976, surpassed the Champs-Élysées 
in Paris and Piccadilly Market in London. The recent success of Shawarbi’s boutiques was due in 
no small part to smuggling. Not too long ago, Shawarbi, we are told, housed only a few vendors 
specializing in old furniture. As time passed, however, shops on the once “abandoned” street 
began to stock and display imported wares. Like the products smuggled by its storeowners, the 
journalist maintains, the attire, speech, and behavior of Shawarbi’s traders was foreign.  
 According to Butrus, merchants spoke immodestly, sported long hair, and blasted 
obscene music. To import as many goods as possible, they reportedly traveled abroad as suitcase 
traders, employed suitcase carriers, and struck deals with everyone from flight attendants to 
foreign embassy employees, who used their privileged positions to illegally transport goods 
behind the backs of customs officers. Writing in the aftermath of a politician’s beating in one of 
Shawarbi’s shops, Butrus may well have overstated the breadth of the street’s criminal network 
to stir support for a future campaign against its retailers. It is unlikely diplomats, for instance, 
would have jeopardized their careers by shuttling contraband to Egyptian merchants. What is 
beyond any doubt, though, is the close relationship between smuggling and Shawarbi’s history. 
 Reporters, like Butrus, did not enjoy a monopoly on Shawarbi’s maladies. Illustrators, 
fashionistas, and foreign diplomats, to name only a few actors, also contributed to the road’s 
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shady biography.51 Cartoonists satirized the market’s products, vendors, and clientele. In a two-
page spread from 1976, a husband accuses his pregnant wife of buying birth control on the street 
and a woman claims she became acquainted with a muscle-bound man in order to visit its shops. 
A third drawing compares the dynamic between Shawarbi’s merchants and customers to that of a 
cart driver whipping his blindfolded mule.52 Still other sketches focus on the topic of smuggling. 
One cartoon highlights the suspect movement of consumer goods from Cairo’s airport to 
Shawarbi’s boutiques. Set in a duty free market, it shows a crowd of commuters listening to a 
loudspeaker. The announcement alerts “distinguished smugglers” of the imminent departure of 
“trip #2560” to Shawarbi street.53 Following suit, Madiha, a well-known fashion columnist, 
illuminated Shawarbi’s dark side in her weekly articles. She exposed the street’s deceitful 
dealers, counterfeit clothes, and smuggled wares, and demanded to know why the Egyptian 
government allowed the market’s “mafia” to operate.54 A source of comic relief and calls to 
action in the Egyptian press, Shawarbi’s connection with smuggling was so established that even 
foreign service officers acknowledged it in their reports. In the course of covering the first major 
demonstration in Cairo following Sadat’s announcement of the infitah, a David Gladstone in the 
British Embassy recorded the damage done to downtown shops on 1 January 1975. Particularly 
hard hit was Shawarbi, “whose trendy boutiques,” the official explained to his counterparts in 
England, “sell expensive imported (mainly smuggled) clothes to Cairo’s rich.”55 Shawarbi’s 
smuggled goods, in short, were a matter of both public knowledge and private record. 
  A history of smuggling is inevitably incomplete. In the case of colonial Southeast Asia, 
Eric Tagliacozzo has recognized the “fragmentary” nature of sources on smuggling.56 The same 
may be said of materials in modern Egypt. Several questions go unanswered in the state-
controlled press. What were the motives of those involved in the suspect movement of things 
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across Egypt’s borders? To what extent were customs officers complicit in the questionable 
passage of cassette players? Outside of Shawarbi, where did smugglers deposit the items they 
carried? Despite the open-ended nature of these inquiries, which, in the absence of state archives, 
are perhaps best tackled in detailed ethnographies, the press does offer several insights.57 First, it 
is clear that drugs, despite receiving the lion’s share of attention from historians of the Middle 
East, represent only a small fraction of what people smuggled. Suitcases and shipping containers 
traversing Egypt’s borders were far more likely to contain clothing, cassette radios, and 
household appliances than opium, heroin, and hashish. Second, smuggling, during Sadat’s rule, 
was not a strictly illegal enterprise. Both ordinary and elite Egyptians wielded new regulations to 
legally smuggle countless goods, while others simply flouted the law by not declaring things 
when disembarking from boats in Alexandria, landing in Cairo’s airport, or passing through Port 
Sa!id’s Free Zone. Lastly, instances of smuggling involving cassette players confirm the acoustic 
technology’s popularity at the time. Without a robust national demand there would be little need 
for the mass medium’s international transfer, which bolstered the commercial landscape for 
cassette players and directly contributed to the development of Egypt’s cassette culture. 
 
Consumer Culture and Cassette Encounters 
  
 By critically unpacking the “criminal biography” of cassette technology in modern Egypt, 
this chapter has painted a more nuanced picture of the mass medium’s early commercial terrain 
and the expanding culture of consumption of which it was a part on three major fronts. First, this 
discussion of theft and smuggling redirects our attention from those engaged in producing, 
marketing, and enjoying cassette players to those involved in their suspect circulation.58 The 
result is a more panoramic picture of not only cassette devices but also other consumer goods 
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and those who came into contact with them.59 Second, it ventures beyond advertisements and 
showroom floors to major points of motion, from Cairo’s streets to Port Sa!id’s Free Zone. This 
change of scenery, in turn, calls attention to the social lives of everyday things beyond the clearly 
defined confines of periodicals and prominent companies. Lastly, it breaks new ground for work 
on the “dark side” of consumer culture and offers a starting point for future investigations of 
theft, trafficking, counterfeiting, and tax fraud, among other understudied practices. Perhaps 
most importantly, though, this chapter further uncovers the making of Egypt’s cassette culture 
and introduces two of the key collisions between cassette interlocutors and local authorities. 
 With the origins of Egypt’s cassette culture now firmly established, the three chapters to 
follow navigate a series of insightful encounters between cassette users and public figures. As 
will become clear, these interactions were by no means limited to theft and smuggling. Egyptian 
gatekeepers collided with cassette tapes, cassette players, and their diverse operators in multiple 
contexts. Singers and listeners, for instance, piqued the interest and the ire of their fellow 
compatriots, who attributed the alleged “pollution” of public taste to select cassette recordings 
and endeavored to prevent the “illegal” replication of audio content, which traveled easily from 
tape-to-tape. Although the exact nature of these exchanges varies, they share a single foundation. 
Audiotape technology de-centralized state-controlled Egyptian media well before the dawn of al-
Jazeera and the Internet. In so doing, cassette users generated significant debates over class, 
politics, and cultural production. In the interest of unpacking another chapter in the history of 
modern Egypt and the complex dynamic between public figures and cassette technology, let us 
turn to the circulation of audiotapes in relation to piracy and the making of a subversive song.  
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Chapter Three 
 
Moving Sounds: Piracy, Shaykh Imam, and  
the Circulation of Cassette Technology 
 
 In recent years, historians of the Middle East have devoted increasing attention to the 
movement of people, objects, and ideas across imperial and national borders. In the form of 
provocative conversations, panoramic edited volumes, and detailed monographs, they have 
contested static accounts of the region and have demonstrated the limits of adopting a single 
empire or nation-state as an analytical framework by elucidating dynamic exchanges. The 
resulting literature, which clearly showcases the merits of investigating mobility, places North 
Africa, the Levant, and the Gulf into greater conversation with one another and the wider world.1 
This growing body of scholarship is not restricted to any single historical genre. In bridging the 
global and the local, the environmental and the intellectual, the economic and the social, the 
political and the cultural, it paints a more interconnected picture of the past that offers nothing 
less than a critical rethinking of the Middle East and the conventional boundaries of its study.  
 In this regard, historians working on the Middle East have joined their colleagues in 
considering the usefulness of oceanic, global, and connected histories in different geographical 
contexts. Expanding on a forum in The American Historical Review, in which a panel of scholars 
recognized the waves maritime scholarship was making in the writing of history as early as 2006, 
they recently considered the productive relationship between Indian Ocean studies and Middle 
East historiography in a stimulating roundtable.2 Engaging “the question of scale,” the subject of 
ongoing disciplinary debates, they have contributed to global histories of the Middle East that 
broaden the region’s horizons by adopting movement as a powerful analytical lens.3 Enriching 
contemporary discussions of circulation, flows, and interactions, three staples of transnational 
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histories, they have linked the Middle East to Russia, Britain, and Southeast Asia, to name only a 
few “distant” places, through scrutinizing the annual Muslim pilgrimage.4 By embracing motion 
as an avenue of academic inquiry, this scholarship cogently illustrates how the passage of people, 
goods, and concepts may be harnessed to re-imagine the Middle East and its rich history. 
 Mobile histories of the Middle East generally conclude in the early-to-mid 20th century 
and tend to neglect the development and impact of mass media. Neither of these observations is 
particularly surprising. Weary of the “newness” of globalization, whose proponents incorrectly 
posit “a sharp rupture with the past,” scholars have endeavored to illuminate the acceleration of 
travel, the intensification of encounters, and the more rapid exchange of knowledge long before 
the invention of the Internet.5 In the process of deepening contemporary accounts of 
globalization, however, historians have failed to challenge the pervasive perception that only the 
most recent media matter in Middle East studies. In an effort to advance the temporal scope of 
the above studies and to make inroads into the untold history of one mass medium in modern 
Egypt, I set out to explore the circulation of cassette tapes in this chapter. Building on my 
treatment of the suspect movement of cassette players in chapter 2, the discussion to follow is 
not limited to any one segment of Egyptian society; companies and consumers, politicians and 
police officers, artists and enthusiasts, all play a part in this investigation, which elucidates the 
insightful intersections of cassette technology, cultural production, and national politics. 
 My discussion of cassette technology and its circulation begins with the practice of 
piracy. After opening with a legal battle involving two of Egypt’s leading performers and a third 
actor who succeeded in “stealing” their recordings, I scrutinize the steps taken by public figures 
to eliminate counterfeit cassettes. Once documenting these diverse measures, I demonstrate how 
multiple forms of piracy hindered the efforts of local authorities to bring an end to fraudulent 
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tapes and to better control cultural production. In the second half of the chapter, I turn to the 
making of a single song, which traveled on non-commercial cassettes, created, copied, and 
circulated by individual listeners at a distance from state censors. I start by exploring the 
anthem’s inspiration, Anwar Sadat’s warm welcome of Richard Nixon in 1974, prior to 
uncovering the trajectory of Shaykh Imam !Isa, an “ordinary icon” whose voice gave the number 
life on informal tapes. Afterwards, I consider how the subversive production directly challenges 
the Egyptian government’s “official story” of the visit. Finally, I conclude by addressing another 
issue sparked by cassette technology and its circulation in Egypt. Here, the interconnected topics 
of noise pollution, immoral behavior, and public taste, take center stage. By addressing the social 
life of audiocassette technology and those who harnessed it, this multi-sensory analysis paints a 
richer picture of not only the mass medium’s mobility but also of Egypt’s modern history. 
 
Piracy: Cassettes and the Illusion of Copyrights 
 
!Abd al-Halim Hafiz: “Magdi !Amrusi, a lawyer and my friend” (gestures to his left). 
Muhammad !Abd al-Wahhab: “A lawyer? God forbid! Are you suing me or what?” 
~ Halim (2006) 
 
 Sharif al-!Arafa’s biopic Halim (2006) traces the momentous journey of one of Egypt’s 
most beloved artists – !Abd al-Halim Hafiz (played by Ahmad Zaki) – from a struggling crooner 
to a revolutionary icon to a household name.6 One of the more prominent players in this 
transformation is Muhammad !Abd al-Wahhab (played by !Izat Abu !Uf), a contemporary 
composer, singer, and kingmaker. Following a disastrous performance early on in the film at the 
National Theater in Alexandria, where Hafiz is booed off the stage and asked to perform !Abd 
al-Wahhab’s songs, the young singer seeks out the advice of the “musician of the century.” In 
Cairo, a comical exchange unfolds between the two artists in !Abd al-Wahhab’s lavish living 
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room. There, Hafiz introduces his host to Magdi !Amrusi, who accompanied him on the visit, as 
a “lawyer” and a “friend”. The remark prompts the icon to ask his guests if he is being sued. 
!Amrusi reassures him this is not the case and !Abd al-Wahhab lets out a long, exaggerated 
laugh. 
 Unlike the actors in al-!Arafa’s picture, Hafiz and !Abd al-Wahhab did not laugh about 
lawsuits outside of the movies. In fact, both artists tried, and failed, to wield the law to protect 
the rights of their musical productions as well as those of the artists they represented as the co-
founders of Sawt al-Fann, a major recording company, in the age of the audiocassette. One of 
their major adversaries on this front was Sayyid Isma!il, a singer and a composer from the 
northeastern province of al-Sharqiyya. Long overlooked by cultural historians of Egypt, Isma!il 
was born in the 1920s and graduated from the Arab Music Institute in Cairo. Later, he earned a 
degree from the prestigious High Institute for Theatrical Arts, graduating alongside Hafiz, a 
member of his cohort, in 1951.7 Like !Abd al-Wahhab, Isma!il went on to sing, compose, and 
establish a prominent recording label. His company, Randa Phone, took its name from his 
daughter, Randa, whose mother, !Aida al-Sha!ir, was an Egyptian singer of some acclaim.  
 In the late 1970s, Sawt al-Fann, Randa Phone, and their respective representatives 
collided over cassette content in Cairo’s courts. !Abd al-Wahhab fired the first shot. According 
to reports published in the press in December of 1976, the artist demanded E£200,000 in 
damages from companies that recorded his songs on audiotapes.8 One of the parties responsible 
for reproducing !Abd al-Wahhab’s tracks without his permission was Isma!il, whose label also 
released cassettes for several other artists affiliated with Sawt al-Fann, including Hafiz, 
Asmahan, and Farid al-Atrash.9 To make the artist pay for his transgressions, the co-owners of 
Sawt al-Fann sued Isma!il for E£100,000. The lawsuit, however, was dismissed by the North 
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Cairo Court in January of 1977. Ironically, during the trial, it came to light that the Society for 
Authors and Composers, an international entity with a local branch over which !Abd al-Wahhab 
presided in Egypt’s capital, permitted Isma!il to produce the cassettes in question. Victorious, the 
owner of Randa Phone publicly vowed to continue to manufacture similar tapes for the benefit 
of listeners.10 Two months after the court’s verdict, Hafiz passed away from liver failure in 
England, leaving !Abd al-Wahhab to deal with the defeat in Egypt. 
 After mourning the death of his friend, co-owner, and fellow musician, !Abd al-Wahhab 
renewed his legal battle against Isma!il before the end of the calendar year.11 The plaintiff’s 
background in music and management enabled him to level the same lawsuit from a different 
angle. This time around, he sued Isma!il not as the co-owner of Sawt al-Fann but as a singer 
(mutrib) who failed to financially benefit from the agreement the accused struck with the 
Society.12 Not surprisingly, the gravity of the renewed legal battle carried well beyond the 
confines of the courtroom to the association overseen by !Abd al-Wahhab. In the aftermath of a 
lengthy discussion concerning Isma!il’s cassettes and his potential dismissal from the Society, 
!Abd al-Wahhab resigned as the entity’s president in May of 1978. Prior to storming out of the 
meeting, the artist informed his colleagues that he was “unable to preside over a Society where 
one of its members assails the rights of others.”13 Ultimately, the resignation was short-lived, but 
the spirited discussions concerning cassette piracy continued for years to come in Egypt. Prior to 
engaging these debates, let us consider the final chapter in the Isma!il – !Abd al-Wahhab saga. 
 In the fall of 1979, Isma!il went on the offensive. Already entangled in more than one 
legal battle, the owner of Randa Phone counter-sued !Abd al-Wahhab, Hafiz’s heirs, and Sawt 
al-Fann for E£100,000. The grounds for the lawsuit was a cassette Sawt al-Fann created with the 
same Hafiz hits that Isma!il recently produced. Remarkably, !Abd al-Wahhab, Isma!il 
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contended, did not obtain the necessary approval from the Society to manufacture the tape.14 In 
October of 1980, further details regarding !Abd al-Wahhab’s lawsuit and Isma!il’s counter-attack 
surfaced in the popular press. According to one report, !Abd al-Wahhab and Hafiz’s heirs now 
sought E£500,000 in compensation, while Isma!il requested E£505,000 in damages. The figures 
exceeded the original amounts either party demanded five times over.15 More than two years 
later, in the spring of 1983, lawsuits between !Abd al-Wahhab and Isma!il remained ongoing.16  
 Throughout these legal battles, and up until !Abd al-Wahhab’s death in 1991, Isma!il 
continued to produce, distribute, and profit from the songs of Sawt al-Fann artists. Hafiz, !Abd 
al-Wahhab, al-Atrash, and Nagat all appeared on cassettes carrying the Randa Phone insignia 
and Isma!il’s name (see Image 3.1). Joining these musicians were several other stars, including 
Fairuz, Shadia, Layla Murad, Nagat !Ali, Sa!d !Abd al-Wahhab, Ahmad Fu"ad Hassan, and even 
Isma!il, who released his music, along with that of his wife, through the label. A survey of these 
tapes reveals that Randa Phone, unlike the vast majority of its competitors in Egypt, rarely 
printed copyright disclaimers on its cassettes. Isma!il may have vigorously defended his right to 
reproduce music in court, but he felt little need to stake his claim on audio content outside of it. 
 
 
Image 3.1 Randa Phone cassettes (from left to right): Muhammad !Abd al-Wahhab, !Abd al- 
Halim Hafiz, Nagat, Farid al-Atrash, and Sayyid Isma!il. Photo from author’s archive. 
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 The clashes between Hafiz, !Abd al-Wahhab, and Isma!il offer an instructive starting 
point for a historical exploration of cassette piracy. First, the court cases unsettle and enrich 
prevailing accounts of state-sanctioned musicians as being in complete control of their careers by 
revealing the unauthorized production, circulation, and sale of their music on cassette tapes.17 
Second, the clashes illuminate how people tried, and failed, to restrict what they deemed to be 
pirated content. Third, Isma!il’s reproduction of songs from an era pre-dating the invention of the 
audiotape sheds light on the overlooked connections between cassettes and earlier mass 
mediums, like records, radio, films, and television, which provided companies and ordinary 
Egyptians with a wealth of material to duplicate on cassettes. Building on such pressing issues, 
the discussion to follow transitions from an examination of legal battles to approach piracy from 
two different angles. On the one hand, I will explore the steps taken by artists, authorities, and 
companies to limit the theft of audio content. On the other, I will survey a series of case studies 
that reveal the breadth of cassette piracy in and outside of Egypt. Too often commentators 
assume cassettes and piracy go hand-in-hand, in theory, without examining what cassette piracy 
looked like in practice. Only by historicizing the efforts of local authorities to limit counterfeit 
cassettes, rather than assuming their failures from the start, may this picture be complicated. 
 
Policing Pirates: From Words to Action 
 
 Beginning in the early 1980s, cassette companies started to gain greater traction in Egypt. 
According to statistics published in the press, the number of cassette ventures doubled from 20 to 
40 in less than a month at the start of 1981.18 By the end of the decade, one estimate placed the 
number of cassette operations at more than 500.19 In reality, these figures were likely far greater. 
Many enterprises involved in the production, distribution, and sale of cassettes remained under 
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the state’s radar and off of the pages of official reports. With the expansion of the cassette 
market, the increasing availability of cassette players, and the growing demand for audiotapes in 
the aftermath of the infitah, piracy became an ever more pressing problem for local gatekeepers. 
The steps taken by Egyptian artists and authorities to crack down on the “illegal” production of 
cassettes widely varied, ranging from the establishment of a special police force to the drafting of 
new laws to the placement of a stamp on cassette covers. The objective of these diverse 
measures, nonetheless, was the same: to bring order to an increasingly robust (and de-
centralized) cassette industry. At the forefront of anti-piracy efforts was a familiar face, !Abd al-
Wahhab, who, as noted above, was both the owner of a cassette company and a victim of cassette 
piracy. 
 In the spring of 1979, the Society for Authors and Composers convened in Cairo under 
!Abd al-Wahhab’s leadership to discuss a disturbing new report published by the organization’s 
counterpart in Paris. According to the document, the number of pirated cassettes circulating 
worldwide had reached a 850,000,000 per year, with Egypt contributing 300,000 tapes, annually, 
to the staggering total.20 To play its part in cracking down on piracy globally, the Society 
outlined multiple initiatives to be implemented locally. For starters, !Abd al-Wahhab and his 
fellow members proposed that a stamp be placed on the sleeves of cassettes. The visible marker, 
issued by the Society, would aid a novel security unit – “the cassette police” (shurtat al-kasit) – 
in differentiating between legitimate and counterfeit recordings. As for those responsible for 
producing pirated tapes, that is, those without the Society’s stamp, the association advocated for 
criminal trials in accordance with article 47 of the law, which protected the rights of authors.  
 In response to pressure from !Abd al-Wahhab, President Sadat instructed his Interior 
Minister, Nabwa Isma!il, to establish a special police force to combat cassette counterfeiting 
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shortly after the Society’s meeting in April.21 The executive decision came on the heels of 
Egypt’s entrance into the Geneva Convention (1971), an international agreement whose 
signatories swore to restrict the illegal reproduction and distribution of phonograms, i.e. recorded 
sounds. Those apprehended by the police unit and convicted of practicing piracy in Egypt would 
be required to pay a fine. Second-time offenders, meanwhile, faced more severe punishments, 
namely short-term prison sentences, lasting no more than six months, in addition to the 
confiscation of their recording equipment and the closure of their operations. To facilitate the 
force’s crack down on piracy, the Society distributed 1,000,000 stamps to be placed on cassette 
jackets within months of the security unit’s creation.22 Together, all these developments worked 
to criminalize cassette piracy, which, in the words of !Abd al-Wahhab, had become “a profession 
for the unemployed” whose products distorted artistic works and endangered public taste.23 
 Within a year of launching the above measures, the Society met again to discuss the 
effectiveness of anti-piracy programs. The timing of the session was of the essence since “the 
number of counterfeit cassettes was continuously rising despite police campaigns.”24 The growth 
of piracy in Egypt prompted some local actors to propose new solutions. One such initiative was 
introduced by Mahmud Lutfi, the legal advisor for the Society, who drew on his knowledge of 
copyright regulations abroad to aid artists at home. In the winter of 1980, Lutfi, following a 
meeting for the Union of Authors and Composers in Senegal, presented a new way to ensure the 
payment of copyright royalties. The plan focused on blank tapes and, more specifically, the 
companies that produced them. According to the proposal, a percentage of the companies’ sales 
would go to artists. Thus, even if piracy could not be eradicated, authors and composers would at 
least profit from the purchase of blank cassettes.25 Other actors, less keen on suggesting new 
ideas, criticized existing mechanisms. Nasser Husayn censured the cassette police on the pages 
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of Ruz al-Yusuf. In a biting editorial in April of 1981, the writer pointed to “gangs that kidnap 
and loot artistic works without any deterrent or protection.” The freedom with which these 
groups operated in Egypt prompted Husayn to pose a simple question at the end of his article: 
“Where are the cassette police…and why are they not performing their work until now?”26 
 The journalist’s critical remarks caught the attention of General Muhammad !Abd al-
Halim, the director of the cassette police and an assistant to the Interior Minister. As was the case 
the chairman of Misr Gas Station, the high-ranking official could not afford to remain silent. 
Eager to defend his position and the officers he oversaw, !Abd al-Halim responded to Nasser’s 
piece in the following issue of Ruz al-Yusuf. The cassette police, he explained, were working 
closely with cassette companies to bring an end to piracy. Starting from the ground up, the police 
looked into the legal standing of cassette ventures. Once verifying that the proper paperwork was 
in place, the special task force asked labels to apply a distinctive marker on all of their cassettes. 
The symbols, in turn, would enable officers to easily spot counterfeit items during raids. The 
campaigns conducted by !Abd al-Halim and his men relied, in part, on tips from the very 
companies they monitored and protected. Businesses, after all, had a vested interest in reporting 
people who detracted from their profits. In the first two years of its existence, the cassette police 
conducted six operations, resulting in the confiscation of both pirated audiocassettes and 
videotapes. Despite the successes of these campaigns, Nasser reminded readers in the same 
column that more needed to be done by !Abd al-Halim’s unit to police pirates. Words and “the 
language of warnings,” the writer concluded, “are of little use with this breed of people.”27 To 
assist the police in targeting pirates, some cassette companies offered much needed support. 
 
Consumers, Companies, and Cassette Jackets 
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 In a sharply worded article on cassette piracy in advance of the “First Festival for the 
Arabic Song,” Jan al-Kisan, a Syrian author and cultural commentator, acknowledged the 
difficulty of protecting copyrighted content in the age of the audiocassette. With the proliferation 
of tape recorders in the Middle East, authorities could do little to prevent people from stealing 
songs off the radio or from other tapes. Far worse than those who created tapes for personal use, 
however, were cassette dealers. Unlike the average listener, companies produced poor recordings 
for profit. The cassettes they released, al-Kisan maintained, grossly degraded original art works 
and brazenly defied copyright regulations. Authors, composers, and singers “gain[ed] nothing 
from this work except false fame, horrible distortion, financial setback, and the loss of morale.” 
Cassette merchants, meanwhile, freely dictated public taste, determined the prices for cultural 
productions, and “treat[ed] the song as a cheap commodity.”28 Global copyright laws held little 
purchase locally, where songs once heard on the radio were now sold on the sidewalk. 
 Al-Kisan’s editorial, penned in Damascus in 1977 and published in the Cairo-based al-
Majalla al-Musiqiyya (Music Magazine), reads as a call-to-arms. In the piece, pirated recordings 
seemingly inundate Middle Eastern markets to such an extent that cassettes abiding by copyright 
laws do not even feature in the discussion. This notable omission lends the impression that all 
cassettes, irrespective of their content, are illegal. On the difficulty of policing piracy, al-Kisan 
urges authorities to crack down on cassette companies, which, he claims, are single-handedly 
destroying Arabic music and corrupting the taste of the masses. Al-Kisan was not the only one to 
level accusations along these lines. Other articles similarly held companies accountable for 
pirated cassettes, which, at times, included songs from multiple labels and artists. Known as 
“cocktails,” the illicit tapes assaulted the rights of many parties. An unnamed company released 
one such mix, a journalist notes, twelve years after the publication of al-Kisan’s column. The 
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recording featured unknown singers performing the hits of Latifa, Anushka, !Ali Himayda, and 
other stars whose names were listed on the cover even though their voices appeared nowhere on 
the tape.29 Together, these reports framed cassette enterprises as the perpetrators of piracy par 
excellence. In reality, however, the picture was far more complicated. Cassette companies were 
also the victims of piracy, and their representatives strove to eliminate the contentious practice. 
 Piracy cost legal cassette ventures large sums of cash. According to one estimate, losses 
amounted to more than E£100,000,000 per year by the late 1990s, when pirated tapes drastically 
undercut the cost of original recordings and, consequently, enjoyed the lion’s share of sales in 
Egypt. At the turn of the 21st century, counterfeit cassettes were available for as little as E£2.5, 
while their legitimate counterparts cost upwards of E£7- E£10.30 To ensure the content they 
released was not copied, businessmen adopted different strategies. Some officials pushed for 
only legitimate recording labels to be able to acquire blank tapes from factory floors, while 
others offered to purchase new cars for the cassette police so they could better perform their 
duties.31 Still other company executives turned their attention to cassette jackets, which grew 
more and more detailed over time and, therefore, less easy to replicate, at least in principle. 
 The standard cassette sleeve initially consisted of two-and-a-half panels. The artist’s 
name and photograph, along with the title of the album and the label’s trademark, appeared on 
the cover of the cassette, while the names of songs, authors, and composers, in addition to the 
company’s address, occupied the remaining space. More intricate jackets were double-sided. 
Artist, album, and company details continued to fill one plane, while a photo of the musician 
extended across a second, which resembled a miniature poster.32 Building on this more advanced 
layout, many cassette sleeves later expanded to five to seven panels, where song lyrics and 
several pictures of the performing artist surfaced at the buyer’s fingertips.33 These flashier 
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designs served two major purposes: to deter potential pirates, on the one hand, and to attract 
prospective consumers, on the other. To accomplish the first objective, which proved far more 
difficult to realize than the second aim, some companies utilized cassette jackets to address 
piracy directly, targeting both would-be criminals and ordinary listeners. 
 
 
Image 3.2 !Alam al-Fann enlists listeners to combat cassette piracy. Photo from author’s archive. 
 
 Two of the companies to take an active stand against piracy on the packaging of their 
products were Muhsin Gabir’s !Alam al-Fann and Tariq !Abdullah’s High Quality. The cassette 
sleeve for Nadia Mustafa’s “Don’t Fear for Me” (Ma Takhafsh !Alaya), for instance, includes a 
message from !Alam al-Fann to “the listener” (see Image 3.2).34 The subject of the note is a 
troubling phenomenon on the rise in Egypt. Piracy, the disclaimer warns, was no longer limited 
to audio recordings; people also forged trademarks. To differentiate between legitimate and 
counterfeit cassettes, the notification instructs consumers to confirm the position of the 
company’s name on both the tape as well as the case, in addition to verifying the enterprise’s 
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watermark on the back of the cover. If the visual or audio quality of the product seemed suspect, 
the label encouraged customers to alert the company or the police. To motivate people to pick up 
the phone, !Alam al-Fann provided the numbers for both entities and offered Egyptians a 
financial reward for any information on the whereabouts of pirates. The back of Mustafa’s 
cassette cover clarified the amount of this handsome prize – E£5,000 – and declared that criminal 
penalties and civil damages awaited those responsible for any reproduction of the text.35  
 Following suit, !Abdullah’s company, High Quality, similarly enticed consumers to 
become informants by offering to purchase information on the activities, places, and associates 
of pirates. As was the case with its competitor, the company provided people with the telephone 
number of the cassette police and aided them in identifying counterfeit copies of their tapes. The 
packaging of one recording starring twelve different artists, for example, clarified the locations 
of the company’s slogan on the cassette and its plastic packaging, as well as the color of the tape 
and its jacket.36 Other High Quality cassette sleeves, adopting another approach to piracy, went 
so far as to cite specific pieces of legislation that pirates violated. Such was the case with the 
packaging for Ihab’s “Sweetheart” (Habib al-"Alb) and Hamada Hilal’s “The House of Time” 
(Dar al-Zaman),37 which threatened legal action against those responsible for its unsanctioned 
reproduction. Whether buying leads, referencing laws, or disclosing ways to distinguish 
fraudulent tapes from original ones, cassette jackets, it is clear, presented companies with a 
platform to discuss piracy directly with consumers, who may or may not have been listening. 
 
A Losing Battle 
 
 Anti-piracy efforts, regardless of the form they assumed in Egypt, failed to bring an end 
to the theft of audio content on cassette tapes. Globally, pirated cassettes skyrocketed to 
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6,000,000,000 per year by 1981, a seven-fold increase from 1979.38 Nationally, cassette piracy 
was a thriving industry run by what one Egyptian writer called a well-organized “mafia” in 
1990.39 Steps to eradicate the production, circulation, and sale of counterfeit recordings in Egypt 
inspired only creativity. In response to the establishment of the cassette police, criminals adopted 
new techniques to avoid detection. Some individuals, in defiance of company warnings, 
duplicated the sleeves of legitimate cassettes. After printing the forgeries in bulk, they sold the 
jackets to vendors who fitted them to cases containing pirated content. Others, meanwhile, 
utilized special printers to professionally brand cassettes with the names of labels, songs, and 
artists. The resulting replicas were so precise that even the companies responsible for 
manufacturing the authentic tapes struggled to distinguish between the originals and the 
imitations. Still others disguised fraudulent cassettes within the covers of accredited recordings. 
Copies of the latest songs, for example, were marketed as Qur"anic recitation. Vendors informed 
customers of this ruse, while authorities remained in the dark. To make matters worse for 
cultural and political gatekeepers, pirated tapes were available to consumers within hours of the 
authorized product’s debut in the marketplace, leaving little or no time for officials to prevent 
people from purchasing the very items they aimed to confiscate. For all of these reasons, pirated 
cassettes were a nightmare to police and impossible to eliminate from the public sphere. 
 In the absence of concrete statistics on the number of counterfeit cassettes circulating in 
mid-to-late 20th century Egypt, the sheer quantity of tapes seized by the police begin to shed 
light on the pervasiveness of piracy well into Mubarak’s rule. According to a statement from 
General Husayn !Abd al-Rahman, the police force he directed seized around 600,000 cassettes 
per year by the start of the 1990s. During a single campaign targeting two popular quarters in 
Cairo – !Ataba and Ahmad Hilmi – the police confiscated 15,000 pirated tapes.40 A week after 
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Ruz al-Yusuf published these alarming figures, members of the Society for Authors and 
Composers publicly criticized the organization to which they belonged. On the pages of the same 
periodical, artists censured the regular absence of board members at meetings, the entity’s 
inability to wield any real power, and the conflicts of interest between cassette companies and 
select members, such as !Abd al-Wahhab and Muhammad al-Mogi, who managed cassette 
labels. Composer Muhammad !Ali Sulayman went so far as to accuse the Society of 
“encouraging cassette producers not to pay the fees of authors and composers” due to its lack of 
authority. The stamp the Society designed and distributed to prevent the theft of audio content, 
he lamented, “was not on a single tape in the market.”41 A leading voice in the war on piracy, the 
Society appears as nothing more than a weak, dysfunctional organization in the editorial. 
 Even Mahmud Lutfi, a senior member of the Society and one of Egypt’s most vocal 
critics of cassette piracy, eventually acknowledged the failure of the measures he championed. 
At the turn of the 21st century, the legal consultant begrudgingly recognized the inability of the 
police to restrict illegal recordings. The force’s struggles, he explained, were compounded by the 
unwillingness of other actors to enforce regulations that were already in place, which imposed a 
E£5,000 fine or short-term prison sentence on pirates. Since officials amended the laws in 1992 
to make them more stringent, not a single person had been sentenced in court for breaking 
them.42 To better understand the losing battle, Lutfi, the Society, and the police waged against 
cassette piracy, it is necessary to explore Egypt’s illegal soundscape in greater depth. To 
accomplish this task, we will now turn to three forms of piracy that illuminate the obstacles faced 
by authorities when trying to uphold the rights of recorded voices: “personal piracy,” “state 
piracy,” and “international piracy.” A discussion of all three cases will contextualize the efforts, 
and failures, of gatekeepers to police the theft of audio content, which, in turn, will directly 
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broaden prevailing accounts that completely neglect the important roles played by government 
employees and foreign entities in the growth of cassette piracy in and outside of Egypt. 
 
Illegal Soundscapes and Egyptian Recordings 
 
 Authorities striving to end cassette piracy in Egypt grappled, first and foremost, with 
ordinary people. Anyone with access to a tape recorder was capable of copying audio content 
from cassettes, movies, radio broadcasts, television shows, and live performances. The exteriors 
of audiotapes begin to evidence instances of personal piracy that proved difficult for cultural and 
political gatekeepers to police. A rich assortment of cassettes originating from a single building 
in downtown Cairo offers a small window onto the wider production of counterfeit tapes by 
ordinary Egyptians in the mid-to-late 20th century.43 The collection includes forty-six tapes, in 
total, spanning multiple genres and decades. Twenty-six of the recordings (59%) are original 
tapes, released by licensed companies, while the remaining nineteen recordings (41%) are pirated 
tapes, created by individual users. The unauthorized cassettes fall into two categories.  
 The first group consists of content over which people recorded. Tapes that were once 
home to the tracks of Midhat Salih, Georgette Sayigh, and reggae artists, now feature the songs 
of Yusri al-Hamuli, Ahmad !Adawiya, and Khalid !Agag. The only visible clue of the illegal 
transfers is a few words fixed to the top of each tape. On pieces of paper, listeners scribbled the 
names of the Egyptian artists in pen. Two other musicians who suffered the same fate as Salih 
and Sayigh in the collection are Umm Kulthum and Beethoven, whom users replaced with Nadia 
Mustafa and Hassan al-Asmar (see Image 3.3). The erasure of both icons, even more so than the 
disappearance of their fellow performers, brilliantly confirms that no one, regardless of their high 
standing in the Arab or Western musical canons, was immune to being replaced on audiotapes. 
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Image 3.3 Hassan al-Asmar recorded over Beethoven (top); Nadia Mustafa  
recorded over Umm Kulthum (bottom). Photos from author’s archive. 
 
 Not all cases of personal piracy, of course, involved the substitution of one voice for 
another. Blank tapes also facilitated the unauthorized reproduction of audio content at a distance 
from the eyes and ears of Egyptian authorities. Returning to our collection, we encounter several 
such tapes that are now filled with music. Angham, Simsim Shihab, and Ahmad !Adawiya are a 
few of the Egyptian artists to surface on once empty cassettes, which begs the question: from 
where did all of these voices originate? In the case of our rich cache, Egyptian listeners turned to 
both the radio and other cassettes to produce pirated tapes. Notably, it was necessary to harness 
each mass medium since certain singers, such as Angham and Mustafa, were readily available to 
listeners on national airwaves, while other artists, like !Adawiya and al-Asmar, only circulated 
on cassettes due to their “vulgar” lyrics, which, gatekeepers alleged, endangered public taste and 
were, thus, not permitted on state-controlled radio broadcasts. Looking beyond our collection, it 
is impossible to know how many Egyptians profited from the audio content they informally 
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copied, but it is beyond any doubt that the tapes they created nevertheless detracted from 
company coffers and artist earnings. Due to its scale and scope, personal piracy posed perhaps 
the greatest challenge to Egyptian authorities, but it was certainly not the only obstacle they 
struggled to overcome and eliminate. State employees also produced pirated cassette tapes. 
 Workers at the Egyptian Radio and Television Union, located in the Maspiro building in 
downtown Cairo, contributed to cassette piracy in more ways than one. Perhaps the most visible 
players in the theft of audio material were broadcasters, who provided people with a national 
stage to disseminate content they stole from the cassettes of their compatriots.44 Less evident, but 
by no means less important, were the activities of other Maspiro employees. Sound engineers, 
working behind the scenes, transferred radio programs from the building’s audio archive to 
cassette tapes, which were then sold to radio stations abroad or presented as gifts from powerful 
people in exchange for unknown favors. According to !Abd al-Qadir Shuhayb, a journalist for 
Ruz al-Yusuf, such was the case with “The Hallowed Ka!ba” (al-Ka!ba al-Sharifa), a thirty-part 
series placed on cassette tapes for a group of Arab princes. Those responsible for the illegal 
reproduction, as well as that of other recordings, the writer observes, may well have been acting 
on the orders of their superiors at the Union.45 A letter to the editors of Akhir Sa!a suggests that 
state employees at Maspiro may have been retailing illicit cassettes for some time. Published in 
1980, four years after Shuhayb’s exposé, the message opens as follows: “They whispered in my 
ear, if you want a copy of any rare recording…you can obtain it from the radio for a certain 
price.”46 The author, a Tariq Hamdi, proceeds to criticize the illegal transfer of priceless 
recordings to tapes. Cassette piracy, in short, pervaded even governmental entities in Egypt. 
 A close treatment of the above snapshots implicates state employees in the production, 
circulation, and sale of counterfeit cassettes. Consequently, it further illustrates the limitations of 
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anti-piracy measures and forces us to recognize the institutionalization of cassette piracy. Police 
campaigns and Society initiatives stood little chance of succeeding in Egypt if they could not 
prevent a governmental entity, yet alone anyone with a tape recorder, from engaging in acts of 
piracy. This is not to say that gatekeepers simply turned a blind eye to what was transpiring at 
Maspiro. After radio officials re-issued Umm Kulthum’s songs on videocassettes in 1986, Lutfi 
and !Abd al-Wahhab threatened to file a lawsuit against the Union unless the artists behind the 
tracks were paid for the novel product. A new financial agreement was necessary, both men 
argued, since the videotape did not exist when Umm Kulthum signed her broadcasting contract. 
Two years after !Abd al-Wahhab initially expressed his concerns to the Union’s president, 
however, his letter had yet to receive a response.47 By playing, manufacturing, and selling 
counterfeit cassettes, broadcasters, engineers, and their supervisors at Maspiro all engaged in 
state piracy, a practice state-controlled companies, such as Sawt al-Qahira, further exacerbated. 
On more than one occasion, the major recording label created tapes without the permission of 
artists.48 Together, all of these instances of state piracy contributed to the growth of counterfeit 
cassettes, which circulated both within Egypt’s national boundaries and outside of them. 
 The voices of Egyptians resonated on pirated cassettes well beyond the nation-state’s 
borders. A trip by one of the country’s leading shaykhs to the United States offers a glimpse into 
the illegal circuits supporting international piracy. In the late 1970s, Mahmud Khalil al-Husri 
embarked on a tour of Islamic centers in America, where he was the first shaykh to recite the 
Qur"an in Congress. During his sojourn, he met with the recently elected Jimmy Carter. The 
President reportedly admired the shaykh’s voice and al-Husri offered to send him a sampling of 
his recordings from Egypt. Shortly thereafter, the shaykh learnt his work was already available 
across the Atlantic. En route to Illinois, he stumbled upon a surprising advertisement in the 
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Chicago Tribune. There, a company called the “Islamic Recording Service” marketed his 
Qur"anic recitations alongside those of several other shaykhs. Significantly, no agreement 
existed between al-Husri, his Egyptian partners, and the foreign entity, which illegally 
transferred his voice from Sawt al-Qahira records to blank tapes that garnered sizeable profits in 
the States.49 The advertisement, no doubt, came as a shock to the shaykh, who was already a 
victim of counterfeit cassettes back in Egypt, where a number of Qur"an readers, in 1984, 
established a syndicate to demand payment for their recordings.50 Unlike the fraudulent tapes in 
al-Husri’s homeland, however, those in the U.S. clearly reveal that piracy crossed continents 
through channels over which local Egyptian gatekeepers enjoyed little to no control. 
 To be certain, not all Egyptians needed to travel abroad to discover their voices, or those 
of others, on pirated tapes. Occasionally, fraudulent cassettes circulating elsewhere made their 
way back to Egypt. Around the time of al-Husri’s visit to America, an Italian company caught 
the attention of authorities in Cairo. Songs from Umm Kulthum, Hafiz, al-Atrash, and !Abd al-
Wahhab appeared on a series of pirated tapes carrying the foreign entity’s trademark.51  To 
ensure that the company was held accountable for the unauthorized products, the Society 
contacted its counterpart in Italy to discuss the blatant act of piracy. Other times, only word of 
pirated tapes reached artists in Egypt. In the winter of 1990, !Abd al-Wahhab received a letter 
from the Tunisian government congratulating him on the release of his recent song: “Without 
Asking Why” (Min Ghayr Layh). The message arrived after the musician accused the Society for 
Authors and Composers in Tunisia of promoting cassette piracy. Despite the entity’s claims to 
the contrary at the time, the subsequent letter from the foreign government confirmed !Abd al-
Wahhab’s earlier suspicions. In a second correspondence, he asked his Tunisian colleagues how 
his song was available in a country where Sawt al-Fann did not distribute it. Joining !Abd al-
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Wahhab, other Egyptian artists accused the Tunisian Society of endorsing illegal cassettes by 
providing pirates with business licenses.52 In all of these cases, an exploration of counterfeit 
cassettes – discovered abroad, found at home, and alluded to in passing – calls attention to 
international piracy, which highlights the role of foreign entities in the spread of fraudulent tapes 
and posed yet another obstacle to those already fighting a losing battle within Egypt’s borders. 
 Pirated recordings, whether on records, cassettes, compact discs, or flash drives, are part 
and parcel of a broader narrative that remains to be written on the history of copyrights in the 
Middle East. An investigation of cassette piracy in Egypt offers a point of departure for this long 
overdue conversation and enhances analyses already underway elsewhere.53 Equally important, it 
clearly demonstrates that the illegal copying of audio content, contrary to popular belief, began 
well before the advent of the Internet. By unpacking the relationship between cassettes and 
piracy in practice, a dynamic scholars of the Middle East tend to recognize in theory, another 
chapter in the biography of cassette technology and cultural production comes to light. To crack 
down on counterfeit tapes, Egyptian authorities went to court, wrote and amended national laws, 
joined international conventions, established and supported a novel police unit, and reached out 
to consumers on cassette jackets. Regardless of the forms these multi-faceted measures took, 
however, performers, pundits, police officers, and businessmen failed to eliminate the 
unauthorized reproduction of audio recordings by international companies, state employees, and 
any citizen in possession of a tape recorder. To be certain, the ease with which people replicated 
tapes not only troubled artists, company executives, and law enforcement agents. Cassettes, 
recorded, copied, and circulated by individuals, also challenged ruling regimes. This power is no 
more evident than in the case one sonorous spectacle and the subversive song it inspired. 
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Welcoming Nixon: Official Stories and Informal Cassettes 
 
 In what is widely regarded as one of the warmest receptions an American president ever 
received overseas, Richard Nixon landed in Cairo on the afternoon of 12 July 1974. The first of 
five stops on a week long “tour for peace” in the Middle East, Egypt presented the embattled 
politician with a momentary reprieve from the throes of the Watergate crisis and an opportunity 
to bolster his image abroad.54 In many ways, the journey was historic. It was the first to be 
undertaken by a U.S. head of state in more than thirty years and succeeded a number of 
watershed moments, including Sadat’s expulsion of Soviet military advisers in July 1972, the 
first public announcement of Nixon’s secret recordings in July 1973, the October War of 1973, 
and the resumption of full diplomatic relations between Egypt and the US in April 1974.55  
 The stated objectives of the sojourn were two-fold. Both Nixon and Sadat sought to 
strengthen US-Egypt relations and to promote peace in the Middle East. From the minute Nixon 
landed to the moment he departed, state-controlled Egyptian media closely followed his stay. 
Television and radio programs broadcast his arrival, periodicals published his speeches, and 
reporters publicized everything from a phone call he placed to the color of the mosquito net 
covering his bed.56 Despite the brevity of the three-day trip, Nixon and Sadat managed to cover 
great ground. They paraded around Cairo, Alexandria, and the greater Nile Delta in front of 
millions of cheering Egyptians prior to signing a statement confirming a mutual desire for closer 
economic, political, and cultural relations between their two countries.57 On the eve of flying to 
Saudi Arabia, where a far quieter reception awaited, Egypt’s “great guest” invited his “heroic 
host” to come to the White House.58 Less than two months later, before Sadat ever had a chance 
to set foot stateside, Nixon announced his resignation from the Oval Office on 8 August 1974. 
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 At first glance, Nixon’s tour of Egypt resonates with recent discussions of national 
celebrations and state-engineered stories across the Middle East. Elie Podeh, for instance, has 
examined iconic moments and their public legacy in the Arab world. One of the five states to fall 
within his purview is Egypt, in which case he discusses the commemoration of King Faruq’s 
coronation, the Free Officer’s ascension to power, and the October War, among other 20th-
century moments. The celebrations Podeh details are part and parcel of larger national narratives, 
the subject of a second volume by Laurie Brand, who has undertaken a comparative study of 
state rhetoric, or what she calls the “official stories” told by political regimes intent on securing 
their legitimacy and longevity. Drawing on government textbooks and the writings of elites, 
Brand scrutinizes a series of historical events and the work they perform in Algeria and Egypt. 
Both scholars similarly preface their original analyses with methodological limitations. Podeh 
explains that he will be approaching festivities from the perspectives of those who orchestrated 
them, since historians are purportedly unable to uncover how ordinary people made sense of the 
things they witnessed.59 Brand, meanwhile, admits her work does not account for the role 
popular culture plays in the making and, I would add, unmaking of the stories states tell.60 The 
following discussion critically expands upon these studies by unpacking not only the fanfare 
surrounding Nixon’s visit, a national event, but also the informal circulation of an incendiary 
composition on audiocassettes that challenged the state’s “official story” of his welcome. 
 In what ways was Nixon’s tour of Egypt a sight to behold? How did sounds play a central 
part in his stay? And to what extent did noises continue to linger long after the president left 
Egypt, the Middle East, and the White House? In an effort to answer these questions, I will begin 
by considering the visual and acoustic aspects of Nixon’s reception. Relying on first-hand 
accounts, I will address signs, award ceremonies, and modes of transport, and listen to the 
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sounds generated by men, women, and children. I will then investigate the enduring resonance 
and meaningful suppression of certain noises years after they originated. Once unpacking what 
may be called a “sonorous spectacle,” my focus shifts to an unofficial soundtrack: Nixon Baba 
(Father Nixon). The product of a colloquial Egyptian poet, Ahmad Fu"ad Nigm, and a blind 
Egyptian singer, Shaykh Imam !Isa, the song sharply satirizes Nixon, Sadat, and the pageantry 
their meeting provoked. Audiocassettes, copied and passed from person to person at a distance 
from the eyes and the ears of state censors and political authorities, served as a powerful vessel 
for the provocative number, which Egyptian state media refused to broadcast. To understand 
how Nixon Baba came to be, I will first uncover its voice. Once addressing Imam’s historical 
trajectory and the centrality of cassettes to his career, I will return to the track and illuminate its 
movement in and outside of Egypt. Finally, I will conclude with the song’s sonic afterlife. 
 
The Sights and Sounds of a Sonorous Spectacle 
 
“Cheering, chanting, laughing, and cavorting, [Egyptians] lined the streets,  
hung from windows and lightpoles, peered from rooftops and trees, surged  
into the motorcade, and road balanced like surfboarders atop street-cars.” 
~ Frank Starr, Chicago Tribune, July 12, 1974 
 
 What Nixon’s trip to Egypt lacked in time it made up for in spectacular moments. In this 
regard, the president’s arrival in Cairo is particularly instructive. Before the leader even landed, 
the Egyptian government took steps to ensure that his first encounter with Sadat was properly 
staged. Authorities shut down the airport, adorned the runway with a red carpet, and assembled a 
robust honor guard prior to the descent of Nixon’s plane. Shortly after receiving his guest, who 
was honored with a twenty-one gun salute, Sadat escorted him to a jet black Cadillac.61 The 
convertible, a security nightmare, served as a platform for the two men to stand side-by-side as a 
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caravan consisting of nearly two-hundred vehicles left the airport for Qubba Palace.62 The 
motorcade moved slowly, taking an hour to traverse less than seven miles, in the scorching sun.63 
The leisurely pace at which it coasted guaranteed that the presidents and the seas of Egyptians 
lining the streets greeted one another for more than a few seconds.64 As was the case with the 
Cadillac’s speed, its course was deliberate. Nixon and Sadat traveled down highways workers 
recently straightened with bulldozers and passed under archways erected especially for the 
occasion.65 This procession was far from a silent event. Onlookers shouted “we believe in 
Nixon,” “welcome to a man of peace,” and “we will not forget Palestine” in Arabic, while sound 
trucks supported still other chants in English, including “long live Sadat” and “long live 
Nixon.”66 Men played wooden flutes, a band of children performed curbside, and horns greeted 
the dignitaries at their final destination (see Image 3.4).67 In the words of one Newsweek reporter, 
the commotion surrounding Nixon in Cairo “made Aïda look like an off-Broadway revue.”68 
 Nixon’s arrival in Egypt begins to capture some of the key aspects of his welcome. First 
and foremost, the public procession illustrates the importance the Egyptian government placed 
on planning his greeting, which extended far beyond the airport to the production of signs, the 
presentation of awards, the renovation of parade routes, and the establishment of an office to 
coordinate the president’s “popular reception” in the capital.69 Notably, the preparation that went 
into these undertakings reveal the value assigned by Sadat’s administration to both sights and 
sounds. The active role played by the government in celebrating Nixon’s visit on a visual level is 
no more evident than in the placards directed at the guest of honor. The Ministry of Social 
Affairs, the Ministry of Information, and the Arab Socialist Union all welcomed Nixon on 
billboards, lampposts, and archways in and outside of Cairo.70 Mass produced posters featuring 
the faces of Nixon and Sadat joined these displays and added to the visibility of both men.71  
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Image 3.4 A roadside ensemble comprised of children welcomes  
Sadat (left) and Nixon (right). Source: Memory of Modern Egypt. 
 
 At a distance from the eyes of Egyptian crowds, the state organized still other spectacles. 
Nixon received Egypt’s highest honor, the Collar of the Nile, in addition to the keys to cities, a 
gold medal, and flowers during various ceremonies.72 Egypt’s leading newspaper, the state-
controlled al-Ahram, closely documented all of these honors.73 Strategically placed microphones, 
meanwhile, encouraged crowds to collectively greet the president, while musicians played for 
him in Cairo, Alexandria, and at train stations in between the two cities.74 The vehicles Nixon 
took, namely convertibles and an open-air coach, and the slow pace at which they traveled, 
enabled and prolonged raucous exchanges.75 As we will see, all of this fanfare directly inspired 
Nixon Baba, an informal response to Nixon’s official greeting. But prior to exploring this song, 
let us briefly consider the afterlife of the reception Nigm and Imam loudly ridiculed on cassettes. 
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 The warm welcome Nixon received in Egypt made an immediate impression on the 
leader. During his opening remarks at the Qubba Palace, the president reflected on his extensive 
travels abroad. He declared to dinner guests that over the course of twenty-seven years he had 
ventured to more than eighty countries. His arrival in Cairo, however, was unique. “I have seen 
remarkable days during my trips,” he admitted, “but I am not able to mention any day that will 
remain etched in my memory like the beautiful memories from this historic day.”76 Less than 
twenty-four hours later, Nixon again commented on the crowds. “Sadat and I were very moved,” 
he told a reporter on an over-the-top train ride to Alexandria, “not only by the number of people 
who received us, but more importantly the enthusiasm these multitudes expressed.”77  
 This “enthusiasm,” which was most apparent in the sounds Egyptians made, preoccupied 
Nixon for years to come. In his memoirs (1978), he recalled the noise crowds generated on the 
streets of Cairo. “The noise was overwhelming,” he writes, “as a million people yelled ‘Nik-son, 
Nik-son, Nik-son!’ at the top of their lungs.”78 Nearly a decade after his visit, Sadat’s guest was 
still able to recite the cheers he heard – word for word – in an interview with one of his former 
aids.79 The noises Nixon easily recollected similarly resonated with his secretary of state long 
after they originated. Henry Kissinger, in his memoirs (1982), describes the Egyptian crowds as 
“delirious” and notes the presence of a sound truck blasting “long live Nixon” and “long live 
Sadat” after their arrival. “The Presidents,” he observes, “seemed to be propelled to Qubbah 
Palace by the noise from the frenzied multitudes.”80 The sounds Nixon and Kissinger so vividly 
remember appear all the more conspicuous in light of the silence that pervades Sadat’s rewriting 
of the visit four years after it occurred. In his autobiography (1978), the president devotes a 
single sentence to Nixon’s stay. He merely acknowledges the trip took place and immediately 
preceded America’s entrance into a “terrible whirlpool” (dawwama rahiba) of political turmoil.81 
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Remembered by some and forgotten by others, Nixon’s official welcome offered ample material 
for Nigm and Imam, whose scathing critique of the sonorous spectacle spread on informal tapes. 
 
Shaykh Imam: The Making of an Ordinary Icon 
 
 On the morning of 8 June 1995, the same paper that closely documented Nixon’s visit, 
al-Ahram, signaled the passing of Shaykh Imam. In sharp contrast to the foreign leader’s parade 
in Cairo, the artist’s obituary was unremarkable. It spanned only four lines and appeared on the 
thirtieth page of the state-controlled periodical. Buried among advertisements for American air-
conditioners, Korean television sets, and Swiss timepieces, the passage announced Imam’s age, 
claimed he was suffering from diabetes, and stated that the singer “became famous after the 
setback of 1967,” when he performed a number of Nigm’s “critical songs.” It concluded by 
citing one of his awards from an international association.82 This shallow portrayal of Imam 
deeply incensed many of his friends and colleagues, who considered the notice to be irreverent if 
not insulting. In order to mend Imam’s maligned legacy, they submitted a second obituary to al-
Ahram, which was published the following day on the thirty-first page. Unlike the earlier write-
up, which marked Imam’s passing, the second actually mourned his death (see Image 3.5). It 
addressed the musician as “an artist of the people,” declared when his funeral would take place, 
and presented a photograph of the deceased donning dark-rimmed sunglasses. After recording 
his birth in Abu Numrus (1917) and his passing in Hush Qadam (1995), the column concluded 
by listing the names of more than 170 signatories, which featured the likes of filmmaker Youssef 
Chahine, actor !Adil Imam, and writer Sonallah Ibrahim. The staggering number of names 
cascaded down the page and served as a visible reminder of the singer’s significance.83 
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Image 3.5 Imam’s obituaries from June 8 (left) and June 9, 1995 (right). Source: al-Ahram. 
 
 Although it may seem odd to begin a discussion of Imam’s life with notices of his death, 
the competing obituaries provide a useful starting point for discussing the artist’s trajectory and 
the important roles played by non-state actors in his fashioning as an “ordinary icon.” Much like 
the editors of al-Ahram, commentators have yet to afford Imam the same attention as his state-
sponsored peers, who enjoy lengthy literary afterlives, or even his partner Nigm, whose poetry is 
the subject of detailed studies.84 Those who have addressed Imam tend to rush to unite him with 
Nigm in print and, as a result, neglect significant aspects of his personal and artistic trajectory.85 
In an effort to enhance prevailing accounts of the artist, on the one hand, and to unpack the voice 
behind cassette recordings of Nixon Baba, on the other, it is useful to begin with Imam’s life 
before Nigm. Here, the musician’s memoir, which was recorded in 1993 by Ayman al-Hakim, a 
writer for the Egyptian weekly al-Kawakib, offers a unique window onto Imam’s evolution. 
 Born Imam Ahmad Muhammad !Isa on 2 July 1917 in a small village outside of central 
Cairo, Imam was the only one of eight boys to survive more than a few days past birth.86 Shortly 
thereafter, he lost his sight to a rural medicine administered by his mother to cure an eye 
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infection.87 Like the other children in Abu Numrus, Imam attended a local kuttab, where he 
learned to recite the Qur"an, which he memorized at the age of 12. He then traveled to Cairo on 
the recommendation of Shaykh Mahmud Sulayman, who, after hearing the boy sing at a 
wedding, encouraged Imam to continue his religious studies in the capital.88 Outside of his 
classes, he frequented cafes to listen to Shaykh Muhammad Rifa!at recite the Qur"an over the 
radio, a hobby that ultimately led to his dismissal from the Islamic institute.89 Homeless, Imam 
ventured to the working-class neighborhood of al-Ghuriyya. He scraped out a living by singing 
at weddings and religious festivals, and reciting the Qur"an in houses and stores. During one of 
his performances, he piqued the attention of Shaykh Darwish al-Hariri, who invited him to be his 
student.90 After learning the fundamentals of “Eastern music” from one of its masters, who 
instructed well-known artists like Zakariyya Ahmad and Muhammad !Abd al-Wahhab, Imam 
added the oud to his musical arsenal and dedicated himself to his artwork on a full time basis by 
1945.91 In the years to come, he continued to sing at local events and even enjoyed a brief stint 
with Ahmad’s troupe.92 In 1962, Imam met Nigm and began to set his poetry to music. 
 The preceding snapshot starts to highlight a few of the formative moments in Imam’s 
early life and situates the singer within a greater acoustic landscape. Additionally, it calls 
attention to his religiosity, simple lifestyle, and artistic training, all factors that endeared Imam to 
listeners and continued to define his evolving legacy. Imam’s life before Nigm, however, is only 
half of the story. If the singer honed his craft prior to joining forces with the poet, his voice 
spread by way of informal cassette recordings carrying Nigm’s colloquial verses.  
 In the absence of state-controlled Egyptian media, which refused to broadcast Nigm and 
Imam’s critical collaborations, non-commercial cassettes enabled the duo to reach a wider 
audience.93 Throughout Sadat’s rule, Imam’s tapes were not available in stores, kiosks, or on the 
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streets. Instead, listeners manufactured them at a distance from soundproof professional studios. 
Egyptian universities, political demonstrations, social clubs, the artists’ apartment, and the 
homes of friends all served as spots to record Imam’s songs. The resulting cassettes, which 
enthusiasts copied and distributed amongst one another, afforded the singer’s live performances 
a degree of permanence.94 In his recent treatment of Imam, the Egyptian writer Amir al-!Umri 
recalls how he replicated and traded the artist’s tapes with friends. He remembers how they 
“placed two recording devices together” to duplicate cassettes “recorded during sessions hosted 
by Shaykh Imam in the houses of his friends and followers.” Over time, al-!Umri’s collection of 
Imam’s amateur tapes gradually grew.95 In some cases, individuals with a large number of the 
singer’s cassettes shared them with interested parties. The family of Nur al-Din al-!Aqqad, an 
Egyptian politician, possessed most of Imam’s tracks and enjoyed a close relationship with the 
artist, who personally directed people to their audio archive (see Image 3.6). Once establishing a 
 
 
Image 3.6 Shaykh Imam smiles alongside Nur al-Din al-!Aqqad’s children, !Isam and !Afaf,  
in Maadi, where a cassette radio, in the foreground, records his in-house  
performance (1976). Photo courtesy of Sayyid !Inaba. 
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rapport with the family, fans of Imam were free to copy cassettes in their home in Maadi.96 As 
one may expect, the quality of Imam’s tapes was not always high.97 Nevertheless, they managed 
to evade state censors, bypass cultural gatekeepers, and move freely within Egypt and well 
beyond its borders. In all of these regards, cassette recordings of Nixon Baba were no exception. 
 
Nixon Baba: An Unofficial Soundtrack 
 
 On the eve of Nixon’s departure from Egypt, Henry Tanner, a correspondent for the New 
York Times, reflected on the president’s warm reception. “So far there has not been an incident in 
the entire extraordinary spectacle,” he observed. “Not a single jarring note, not a single 
dissenting voice has been heard.”98 The silence Tanner describes was not a lasting one. Nigm 
and Imam were fast at work on a new collaboration, Nixon Baba, which challenged the “official 
story” of the dignitary’s welcome. The song’s account of the president’s visit sharply departed in 
several ways from the coverage of state-controlled Egyptian media (see Appendix 1). First and 
foremost, it bound Nixon to a crisis that irreparably damaged his image: Watergate. After 
opening with “Welcome Father Nixon, O You of Watergate,” the lyrics cleverly allude to the 
leader’s national woes on several occasions. Imam points to Nixon’s now “frail” state and 
comments on the possibility of him being “no longer around.” Unlike the crowds who shouted 
“welcome” to Sadat’s guest, the singer, well aware of Nixon’s shattered credibility, refuses to 
greet him out of ignorance. In addition to spotlighting the president’s political troubles, the 
composition offers a counter-narrative of his reception in Egypt. It compares Nixon’s arrival to a 
ceremony for excising demons (zar), in which the parade’s officials appear as spiders alongside 
convulsing whores. Sadat, the devil, possesses the woman responsible for vanquishing him and 
leads the theatrical show. In another verse, Nixon’s welcome assumes the form of a wedding 
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procession (zaffa). The American president plays the part of a groom one married as a last resort, 
a pathetic figure on which Imam audibly spits. Both of these scenes are part and parcel of a 
“never-ending mulid,” a chaotic celebration usually held in honor of the Prophet’s birthday or the 
nativity of other religious figures, not a politician’s visit. All of this rich imagery, which evokes 
the type of events in which Imam performed prior to meeting Nigm, was immediately intelligible 
to listeners, many of who encountered the verses on informal cassette recordings.  
 In Ahdaf Soueif’s novel, In the Eye of the Sun (2000), Asya, an Egyptian studying abroad 
in England, struggles to translate Nixon Baba. In the company of friends, she listens to the track 
on a cassette her sister smuggled from Egypt. The recording begins with “crackling,” “whispers,” 
and “applause,” evidence of its amateur production at a Cairo University concert four months 
earlier in March 1976.99 After every few lines the group pauses the tape and Asya offers a 
lengthy explanation of each phrase. One of the more memorable scenes in Souief’s book, the 
author’s fictional account of the Imam’s cassette recording was inspired by the material life of 
his actual tapes.100 Fans of Imam recorded his songs during public and private performances. 
 Grainy home videos of these events confirm the presence of cassette recorders in the 
singer’s vicinity as late as the 1990s.101 At times, the informal recordings concerts yielded 
resulted in official productions. Following Nixon’s visit to Egypt, a sound engineer from Tunisia, 
Al-Hashimi Bin Faraj, traveled to Cairo. In the capital, he sought out Imam. Like many others to 
visit the artist in Hush Qadam, Bin Faraj recorded Imam performing Nixon Baba among other 
songs. Two years later, in 1976, Le Chant du Monde released an album in Paris titled “Le Cheikh 
Imam Chante Negm” (Shaykh Imam Sings Nigm).102 The disc, which included Nixon Baba, was 
based on Bin Faraj’s recording.103 The making of the record clearly captures the movement of 
Nixon Baba at a distance from Egypt. More often than not, though, the song traveled not on vinyl 
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but by way of tapes like the one in Soueif’s novel.104 Listeners recorded, distributed, duplicated, 
and enjoyed the anthem beyond the reach of Egyptian gatekeepers, and despite all of the efforts 
of Sadat’s regime to control the “official story” of Nixon’s visit, it could not prevent Nigm and 
Imam’s Nixon Baba from becoming the sonorous spectacle’s unofficial soundtrack. 
As a result of non-commercial cassette recordings, Nixon Baba appears to have made 
quite a splash. According to its artists, the song “spread at the speed of lightning” and surpassed 
their earlier collaborations.105 Petric Faith, an American folk artist who traveled to Egypt and 
profiled Imam in 1980, lends weight to the tune’s initial popularity. Nixon Baba “became such a 
hit,” she maintains, “that people were singing it in the streets.”106 Another indication that the 
informal anthem may have been heard widely on audiocassettes was the Egyptian government’s 
decision to arrest its creators in the aftermath of Nixon’s visit. In a letter to the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office at the end of September 1974, a British Embassy official noted that Imam 
and Nigm, along with their friend and fellow artist, Muhammad !Ali, were apprehended for 
“smoking Hashish.” This charge, however, was almost certainly spurious. As the diplomat 
observes, “everyone assumes (and is probably intended to) that the real offence lay in their 
lampooning not just of the regime but of the US connexion, Uncle Henry and all.” The 
“lampooning” the attaché mentions, no doubt, refers to Nixon Baba, which continued to wander 
on copied cassettes, near and far, to such an extent that both the Egyptian government and 
foreign envoys, it appears, were aware of the audio recording and its “famous blind singer.”107 
Although it is difficult to completely elucidate the immediate impact of Nixon Baba, the 
song’s lasting resonance is beyond any doubt. Video recordings on YouTube verify its longevity. 
In one clip from 1984, the first year Imam was free to travel abroad, the singer performs Nixon 
Baba before a large and boisterous audience in Algeria.108 There, Imam’s cassettes, one local 
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journalist explains, preceded the musician’s physical arrival.109 Still other uploads on YouTube 
illustrate the number’s more recent afterlife. A four-year old boy with a Levantine accent recites 
the song in a grainy home video, a full orchestra performs it with a choir at a cultural center in 
Alexandria, and Maryam Salih, an Egyptian artist who grew up with Imam’s music, sings an 
electro-rock version of it in downtown Cairo.110 In all of these cases, the song’s reappearance is 
part and parcel of Imam’s contemporary resurgence, which has witnessed the founding of 
Facebook groups in his memory, the revival of his music in various offline venues, and the 
creation of associations to celebrate his legacy.111 Perhaps most tellingly, even those who 
disliked Nixon Baba could not help but to remember the song years after Nixon’s official 
welcome faded from memory. Sayyid Mikkawi, for instance, an Egyptian musician labeled by 
Imam as an “artist of the aristocrats,” attacked Imam on the pages of Ruz al-Yusuf in 1988. 
“Does true nationalist singing,” Mikkawi derisively asks, “mean that one sings a song in which 
he says to Nixon (come close to be spat on)?”112 Regardless of one’s opinion of Nixon Baba, the 
song’s lasting resonance confirms both the power and the popularity of the unofficial soundtrack. 
 Three days prior to Nixon’s arrival in Cairo on 12 July 1974, a reporter for The 
Washington Post relayed a conversation between two Egyptians. One, a working professional, 
bemoaned the horrendous state of his country’s roads and the absence of tires available for 
purchase in the markets. “But Mr. Nixon is coming,” the man concluded, “so we won’t have to 
put up with this much longer.”113 Jim Hoagland, a Pulitzer-prize winning journalist, takes this 
statement seriously and cites it as evidence of the inflated expectations held by Egyptians with 
regard to Nixon’s visit. Three other readings, however, are possible. First, the man’s final remark 
may illustrate the extent to which state-controlled Egyptian media succeeded in exaggerating the 
significance of Nixon’s sojourn. At the same time, his comment may allude to the Egyptian 
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government finally taking action to address domestic problems prior to Nixon’s stay. Or perhaps, 
the statement was made in jest, a wry critique of regime rhetoric. Based on Hoagland’s report, it 
is impossible to know the exact meaning behind the man’s words, but it is clear that not all 
Egyptians celebrated Nixon’s visit alongside Sadat and his administration.  
Both Time and Newsweek characterized Nixon’s trip to the Middle East as a “hegira,” 
drawing a direct comparison between the American president fleeing the turmoil of Watergate 
and Prophet Muhammad escaping persecution in Mecca.114 Despite reports to the contrary, the 
informal production and circulation of Nixon Baba on cassettes confirm that Nixon was not 
immune to criticism in Egypt. A matter of days after the foreign leader’s resignation, Ruz al-
Yusuf announced an important victory. The same magazine whose reporters publicly declared to 
“see through” Watergate, now boasted it alerted readers to Nixon’s departure before other news 
outlets.115 To substantiate this claim, editors re-published an article from August 5, which 
announced that Nixon secretly agreed to vacate the presidency if both Republicans and 
Democrats accepted certain conditions.116 This text, editors argued, served as evidence that Ruz 
al-Yusuf “does not lie” and is “more truthful” than the New York Times and its other competitors. 
The delicious irony of this proclamation would not have been lost on Imam, Nigm, or anyone 
listening to cassette recordings of Nixon Baba in Egypt and well beyond its national borders. 
 
Conclusion: Cassette Technology, Mobility, and New Horizons 
 
 In the introduction to Global Muslims in the Age of Steam and Print (2014), James 
Gelvin and Nile Green make an important observation concerning the social life of machines. 
“Technologies are simply tools,” the historians state, “and once tools leave the workshop their 
inventors can no longer determine how they will be used.”117 Throughout this chapter, I carefully 
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traced the movement of audiocassette technology in Egypt. Beginning with cassette piracy, I 
explored how public figures, ranging from artists and reporters to police officers and company 
executives, strove to eradicate counterfeit tapes and how the actions of individual listeners, state 
employees, and international ventures obstructed these efforts. I then examined the making of a 
subversive song, the sonorous spectacle that inspired it, and the ordinary icon whose voice 
relayed it on non-commercial cassettes, created, distributed, and copied by local listeners. By 
focusing on a specific practice and a particular recording, I elucidated how numerous authorities 
struggled to control cultural productions and demonstrated how a provocative anthem challenged 
one of the Egyptian government’s “official stories.” At the same time, the circulation of cassette 
technology in Egypt, which gains greater clarity through the lenses of piracy and Shaykh Imam, 
extends to still other, new horizons. In the spirit of broaching some of the additional debates 
ignited by the medium and its mobility, let us conclude by placing the technology into 
conversation with three other interconnected issues: noise pollution, public taste, and immorality. 
 In the autumn of 1986, Ruz al-Yusuf published a peculiar article titled “Egyptian Ears in 
the Care of God.” Its author, a Tal!at Ramih, lambasted the growth of unseemly noises in Cairo. 
The piece opens on a nostalgic note. The writer fondly recalls the days when Egyptians listened 
lovingly to Umm Kulthum and Muhammad !Abd al-Wahhab and laments how Hassan al-Asmar 
and Ahmad !Adawiya now overwhelm everyone’s ears. Notably, the singers Ramih dismisses 
were two of the biggest names in Egypt’s contemporary cassette culture. Unlike the allegedly 
“refined” ballads of Umm Kulthum and !Abd al-Wahhab, two state-sponsored giants, the 
reportedly “vulgar” songs of al-Asmar and !Adawiya, popular (sha!bi) stars, did not receive time 
on state-controlled radio broadcasts. Instead, their lyrics sounded from countless cassette players. 
In the case of shopkeepers, the owners of these devices, the writer complained, competed for the 
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distinction of possessing the loudest machine.118 Reading between the lines, it is clear early on in 
Ramih’s exposé that cassette technology was not only accountable for damaging the ears of his 
Egyptian compatriots but was also responsible for endangering public taste, a moral issue.  
 The mobility of cassettes and cassette players exacerbated both of these problems. 
Consider two covers from the popular magazine Sabah al-Khayr. The first, from 1976, shows a 
man and a woman warmly embracing on a park bench in broad daylight as Su!ad Husni’s voice 
rings out over a transistor radio: “It’s springtime, the weather is magnificent, forget about 
everything.” The unmarried couple’s amorous actions have nearby authorities up in arms. “The 
very simple solution,” one officer says to another, “is that we change the radio station and turn 
on the news for them!”119 In the second scene, from 1977, a young woman in a revealing orange 
dress walks with a cassette radio along the beach at night. A man, in the form of a ghost, wafts 
up from the hand-held device and pulls her close. This time, neither wedding rings nor 
authorities are anywhere in sight.120 In both of these intriguing sketches, sound technologies 
accompany immoral behavior. The differences between the two covers, however, are significant.  
 Although Husni’s carefree song prompts the stationary lovers to momentarily defy social 
norms, the tune found an audience over state-controlled airwaves because cultural and political 
gatekeepers approved it. The same cannot be said of the content on many audiotapes. In the case 
of the strolling woman, a cassette produces a moral transgression by manifesting as a man who 
wraps around the female listener at a distance from the eyes (and the ears) of moral guardians. 
Only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to contentious debates on noise, taste, and morality, 
these materials begin to illuminate yet another important chapter, to which we now turn, that 
remains to be written in the history of cassette technology, its mobility, and modern Egypt. 
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Appendix 1:  
 
Nixon Baba [Father Nixon], 19741 
 
Welcome Father Nixon, O You of Watergate 
They have honored your arrival, the sultans of beans and oil2 
They rolled out the red carpet for you from Ras al-Tin to Mecca 
And from there you will pass through Acre and they’ll say you made the pilgrimage3 
Round and round the never-ending mulid goes  
O family of the Prophet give us your blessings. 
 
The day your spies welcomed you, they put on a great big show 
In which the whores convulse and Shaykh Shamhuwrash possesses the leader of the Zar4 
As the parade continues an entourage of spiders creeps in order of their standing 
Round and round the never-ending mulid goes 
O family of the Prophet give us your blessings 
 
They invited you and said “Come, eat bonbons and harissa” 
And because you are now frail, you believed we were easy prey5 
You dropped by and they welcomed you with a wedding procession 
(To no merit of your own you joke of a groom) 
Turn your face and we will spit on you. Shubash, O family of the groom6 
Round and round the never-ending mulid goes  
O family of the Prophet give us your blessings 
 
Heed my words for they will remain with you, even if you are no longer around 
I will not shout “welcome” (or  “ignorance”) or tell you, “come” or “don’t come” 
They say Egyptian meat, wherever it goes, burns 
And that is from the effect of Kosheri, beans, and bug-infested oil 
Round and round the never-ending mulid goes 
O family of the Prophet give us your blessings !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 This translation is my own. 
2 “Sultans,” Salatin, also means “bowls.”  
3 “To pass through Acre” is an Arabic proverb for “doing the impossible.” 
4 Shamhuwrash, an allusion to Sadat, is the devil. 
5 “Frail,” Mahayif, may also describe someone who is taken “lightly,” i.e. a target of mockery. 
6 Shubash is a call performers, such as belly dancers, shout at weddings. 
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Chapter Four 
 
Vulgarizing Sounds: Tapes, Taste, and the End of High Culture  
 
 On 12 October 1981, Ruz al-Yusuf, a leading Egyptian magazine, mourned the demise of 
taste and the death of Anwar Sadat (1918-81) in two separate issues. Coverage of the President’s 
assassination six days earlier, during a military parade celebrating the October War, sold far 
more copies. From the perspective of readers, the passing of a prominent public figure clearly 
overshadowed the departure of a concept. Nevertheless, nearly a year onwards, in August of 
1982, Ruz al-Yusuf re-printed its inquiry into the issue of taste and its alleged decline with few 
amendments. In the first of five articles on the subject, it introduced taste as an “undesirable” 
person with whom Egyptians were “no longer on good terms.”1 The decision to compare taste, 
an abstract notion, to an individual, made of flesh and bones, was not an original one.  
 Throughout the mid-to-late 20th century, Egyptians appearing in the popular press often 
personified taste, treating it as something, much like a citizen, to be cultivated and elevated, 
saved and safeguarded, enriched and advanced. But who or what was responsible for the 
destruction of taste during this timeframe? According to Ruz al-Yusuf’s “campaign,” multiple 
factors led to the proliferation of vulgarity. Among the primary culprits were audiocassette tapes, 
which inflicted enough damage to merit their own article in the series. In a scathing piece titled 
“Steamrollers on Cassette Tapes,” reporters criticized the production and circulation of noisy 
tapes starring unknown “artists” singing meaningless lyrics that resounded on recorders acting as 
“private radio stations” across the country. Trivial tapes, they asserted, resulted in not only 
chronic headaches but also the “destruction of all of society’s values, manners, and morals.” 
“What took us years to assemble,” they contended, “cheap, absurd, vulgar cassettes burned in 
seconds.”2 What cassette recordings lacked in size they apparently made up for in ruin. 
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 During the 1970s and the 1980s, commentaries abounded in the Egyptian press on the 
downfall of music, the end of high culture, and the death of taste. Writers cited select 
developments in the cultural arena to support consistently dire assessments. State-controlled 
radio, once the major producer of “refined” songs, was releasing fewer and fewer musical 
numbers, while a number of the voices it promoted gave their final performances. Farid al-Atrash 
(d. 1974), Umm Kulthum (d. 1975), and !Abd al-Halim Hafiz (d. 1977), three leading emblems 
of state-sanctioned culture, all passed away within a few years of one another.3 To make matters 
worse, Egypt lost one of its premier sites for high national culture. Cairo’s Opera House, built by 
Khedive Isma!il to honor the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, was reduced to embers in a 
matter of hours in 1971. The venue’s doors did not open again until 1988.4 Finally, the style of 
songs was evolving. Long ballads, once in vogue, increasingly lost ground to shorter tunes. 
Egypt’s acoustic landscape, in short, was changing and many writers did not approve of the 
direction in which it was heading. It was in this transitory climate that “vulgar” cassettes became 
public enemy number one for a wide range of critics who held the medium accountable for 
poisoning public taste, undermining high culture, and endangering Egyptian society.  
 Artists, scholars, and censors, cultural critics, politicians, and physicians, radio officials, 
religious authorities, and ordinary listeners, all vulgarized cassettes in Egypt. Indeed, as two 
writers observed in 1989, the “song crisis,” ignited and inflamed by tasteless tapes, “has received 
more attention than the investment companies crisis, loaves of bread, and the transportation 
crisis.”5 This fascination, in the eyes of commentators, was not unwarranted. Audiocassettes 
played an integral role in molding the taste of countless Egyptians across the country. At first 
glance, “vulgar” tapes troubled critics for several reasons, beginning with the technology’s 
immense mobility. Cassettes carrying “cheap words” easily circulated from Siwa to the Sinai, 
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Alexandria to Aswan. Moreover, like its reach, the audience of audiotapes was enormous. The 
sounds relayed by cassettes were intelligible to millions of citizens, regardless of their 
educational background.6 Lastly, the technology’s affordability expanded its influence. Rarely 
exceeding single digits, the low cost of tapes enabled many people to purchase them with relative 
ease. At the same time, all of these concerns were overshadowed by two, more central anxieties. 
 Cassette technology piqued the attention of Egyptian commentators on two major fronts. 
First, from the perspective of many observers, audiocassettes enabled anyone to become an artist, 
resulting in the diffusion of “vulgar” voices that degraded the ears, morals, and taste of 
Egyptians. The individuals elevated by cassettes, critics averred, did not deserve to be heard. 
Rather than enriching listeners, their presence polluted Egypt’s soundscape and led to complete 
disarray in the domain of cultural production. Secondly, cassettes permitted ordinary Egyptians, 
empowered by Sadat’s economic opening (infitah), to become cultural arbiters for the first time 
in Egypt’s history. Skilled workers, among others with little to no background in the arts, opened 
cassette labels that allegedly inundated listeners with “crass” recordings. Driven to profit at all 
costs, these “unqualified” individuals, the narrative goes, commercialized Egyptian culture and 
corrupted their compatriots’ aesthetic judgment. To unpack these debates on the “demise” of 
public taste, I rely primarily on two contemporary Egyptian magazines, Ruz al-Yusuf and Akhir 
Sa!a, in addition to audiotapes, cassette catalogues, and local cultural histories.  
 I begin by investigating the intriguing relationship between cassette technology and noise 
pollution in the final decades of the 20th century, when Egyptian critics faulted “vulgar” 
audiotapes, exclusively, for contaminating Egypt’s soundscape. After covering the clamor only 
certain cassette recordings allegedly unleashed, I turn to the commotion generated by “trivial” 
tapes in public forums, where local commentators blamed working-class Egyptians for 
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destroying public taste. Here, I pay particular attention to the social and economic dimensions of 
these discussions. Next, I shift to the greater cultural context in which these debates unfolded by 
scrutinizing three major mechanisms – Mass Culture, Egyptian radio, and art censorship – to 
reveal how state officials strove to fashion “cultured” citizens at a time when tapes complicated 
their control over cultural production. In the second half of the chapter, I survey the content on 
cassettes. Starting with a popular (sha!bi) singer who was synonymous with “vulgar” tapes, I 
illuminate the career of Ahmad !Adawiya before addressing the efforts of Sawt al-Qahira, a 
state-controlled label, to elevate the taste of all Egyptians through “refined” tapes. Lastly, I 
examine the fluidity of vulgarity as a historical concept through !Adawiya’s evolving legacy. By 
elucidating Egypt’s “vulgar soundscape,” I aim to provide a counter history of cultural 
production and to radically reorient analyses of “Islamic sounds” and state-sanctioned artists. In 
these regards, I build upon Walter Armbrust’s work on “vulgarity” by detailing who vulgarized 
cassettes, why they did so, and how official apparatuses tried to forge “cultured” Egyptians.7 
 
 
Noise, Cassette Recordings, and the Politics of Pollution 
 
 Approaching the end of his rule in 1980, Sadat issued a series of decrees intended to 
curtail traffic and to combat noise pollution in Cairo. The ordinances, which officially went into 
effect on November 6th and remained a topic of conversation for weeks to come, outlawed the 
use of car horns and criminalized “blaring loudspeakers, televisions at high volumes and 
impromptu tape cassette sidewalk concerts.”8 Courtesy of the president’s executive actions, 
audiotapes, enjoyed loudly by many Egyptians in public spaces, were no longer simply a 
nuisance. Noisy cassettes were now illegal. Sadat, to be certain, was not the only citizen to stress 
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the part cassettes played in the purported contamination of Egypt’s soundscape.9 The unwanted 
clamor generated by tapes is readily evident in Egyptian magazines from the 1970s and 1980s. 
  On the pages of the popular press, we see a bandaged and beaten down beggar praising a 
cassette’s capacity to record his street calls (see Image 4.1).10 No longer was it necessary for him 
to accost passersby for cash: the customized recording now did it for him. In another scene, we 
witness a man smoking a water pipe in a working-class café where a tape, most likely playing the 
latest popular (sha!bi) singer, blasts behind him.11 In between puffs and in search of peace, he 
demands the strident recording be replaced with a blank cassette from his hand. There is then a 
drawing of two pedestrians passing by a cassette shop where “vulgar songs” ring out from a 
curbside counter (see Image 4.2).12 The cartoon’s caption, “Singers Our Heads Are Killing Us,” 
is a line from a poem penned by Bayram al-Tunsi some four decades earlier.13 Originally 
directed at overly sentimental singers, the phrase, in this instance, addresses inferior “artists” 
whose “meaningless” words make listeners ill. Significantly, in all of these cases, only certain 
audiotapes pollute Egypt’s soundscape. Cassettes carrying “vulgar” content make a racket, while 
those playing “refined” material never appear to be too loud.14 If “tasteful” tapes quietly 
captivated Egyptians, “trivial” cassettes appeared to penetrate, invade, and damage their ears. 
 The noise unleashed by “vulgar” cassettes alone piqued the interest of not only 
cartoonists, who mocked and mirrored prevailing discussions, but also researchers, artists, 
politicians, doctors, and security officials, who ostensibly strove to protect the hearing of their 
compatriots by pushing for certain sounds to be silenced. As early as 1978, one writer, a Ragab 
al-Sayyid, highlighted the dangers particular cassettes posed to Egypt’s acoustic environment 
and those who inhabited it. Drawing on his background as an expert at the Institute of Seas and 
Fisheries in Alexandria, he argued that Egypt’s soundscape, like its waters, could be polluted. To 
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support this claim, he cited a recent book by Murray R. Schafer, The Tuning of the World (1977), 
which surfaced a year earlier and identified noise pollution as a cause for public concern.15 
Although al-Sayyid touches upon several sources of noise in his treatise, he arguably reserves his 
harshest words for popular (sha!bi) cassette ballads and those who blasted them. On the final 
pages of his booklet, he singles out two types of working-class Egyptians – the “manual laborer” 
and the “modest seller” – who used cassette players to blare their “favorite sha!bi singers at the 
highest possible volume” around the clock. To make matters worse, the extensive mobility of 
cassettes, al-Sayyid points out, permitted this “clamorous music,” widely ridiculed for its 
“vulgar” nature, to travel from stores and street corners to crowded buses and people’s homes.16 
The reach of these suspect recordings, accordingly, was seemingly infinite and the damage they 
caused to Egypt’s soundscape, the author concludes, demanded everyone’s attention. !
!
Image 4.1 “I recorded all my calls rather than straining my vocals all day long.”  
Source: Ruz al-Yusuf, no. 2607 (29 May 1978): 50. 
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Image 4.2 “Singers our heads are killing us.” Source: “Ziyadat Intishar  
al-Aghani al-Habita.” Ruz al-Yusuf, no. 2860 (4 April 1983): nk. 
 
 The connection al-Sayyid drew between noise pollution and particular cassettes was both 
deliberate and commonplace. At times, the subject even ascended to the highest corridors of 
power. In 1988, for example, Egypt’s Upper House of Parliament convened to address the 
problem of pollution. During the session, one of the council’s members inquired about the steps 
they could take to “purify Egypt of the pollution in the world of singing.”17 In response to the 
question, which no doubt alluded to cassettes vulgarized by critics, Muhammad !Abd al-
Wahhab, a fellow delegate, promised to take immediate action. Shortly after the gathering ended, 
the elite artist reached out to other licensed musicians to attend to the pressing issue. At other 
times, the tumult certain tapes induced caught the attention of medical professionals and security 
personnel.  In one column published in 1986, an ear and nose doctor compared popular (sha!bi) 
cassette songs blasting in taxis to “military marches” and alerted readers to the “slow death” of 
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people’s ears in Cairo, while the Director of Security in the neighboring city of Giza claimed that 
“[t]he chaos of voices and the chaos of tools with which to disturb” harmed both the hearing and 
the taste of Egyptian citizens.18 Whether broached in parliament or in print, the need to protect 
Egypt’s environment and the ears of its residents offered many actors what may have seem to be 
a valid reason for cracking down on noisy tapes. In reality, however, those engaged in these 
discussions were arguably less concerned with the pollution of Egypt’s soundscape than they 
were with the “contamination” of something else entirely. Having addressed the noise “vulgar” 
cassettes reportedly produced in practice, let us now shift to the commotion they caused in public 
forums, where no shortage of Egyptian critics faulted select tapes for poisoning public taste.  
 
 
Imposter Artists, Unqualified Producers, and the Commercialization of Culture 
 
 In the summer of 1980, Akhir Sa!a published a letter purportedly from a citizen residing 
in the northeastern province of Isma!iliyya. The author of the angry missive, Ibrahim Ahmad 
!Ali, directed readers to a disturbing phenomenon he regularly witnessed. Audiotapes carrying 
“meaningless words,” he reported, were assailing the ears, minds, and taste of listeners around 
the clock. The vulgar recordings, !Ali asserted, offended all Egyptians, while those behind them 
were nothing more than “art imposter clowns” whose productions should be silenced and who 
“pocketed a pretty penny” from leaving listeners in a state of “unconsciousness.”19 Although it is 
difficult to determine if ordinary people felt compelled to pen letters like !Ali’s message, or if 
those working for state-controlled magazines assumed false identities to mask their critiques, it is 
clear that cassettes Egyptians found to be “vulgar” elicited strong reactions. At the center of 
these critiques were two figures – the “imposter artist” and the “unqualified producer” – who 
profited from the corruption of public taste and commercialized Egyptian culture. 
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 Audiocassettes, in the opinion of many critics, facilitated the spread of “vulgar” sounds 
by making it possible for anyone to be an “artist” regardless of his or her training. In enabling 
any citizen to become a cultural producer, cassettes, they claimed, lowered artistic standards and 
tarnished public taste. Consider, for instance, one writer’s journey into the world of “trivial” 
recordings. During the summer of 1981, Osama al-Mansa recounts, a village girl strolled into a 
cassette store in downtown Cairo. There, she swayed and sang “vulgar” words as the shop’s 
owner strummed a few harsh chords on the oud. Although her performance was horrendous, the 
singer nevertheless received a five-year contract. Soon, her crass cassettes, like those of 
countless other unknown “artists,” would be available to the masses, whose “artistic standards 
and taste,” the journalist warns, would inevitably suffer from the terrible tapes.20  
 The anonymous voice ridiculed by the reporter was not extraordinary. In fact, she was 
one among many Egyptians who joined the ranks of artists courtesy of cassettes. As one Arab 
singer confessed in the 1980s, “I expected to hear refined songs in Egypt but I found something 
else entirely. I was struck by the astonishing number of singers and songs that constantly arose.” 
“Everyone who enjoys his voice sings,” she elaborates, “and issues a collection of new songs 
every two months.”21 By empowering “everyone” to become a performer, cassette technology, 
critics averred, bred “chaos” and elevated voices that did not deserve to be broadcast. 
 In the Egyptian press, commentators went to great lengths to distinguish between cassette 
stars and past entertainers. Artists predating audiotapes were masters of their craft, “refined” 
musicians who carefully rehearsed lyrics that conveyed an important message. The voices 
popularized by many cassettes, on the other hand, were mere pretenders, “uncultured” amateurs 
who created countless tracks without meaning. Whereas one enriched and enraptured Egyptians, 
the other inspired migraines and harmed public taste. As one citizen, who may well have been an 
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editor, explained in a letter to Akhir Sa!a, prior to the proliferation of cassette recorders, artists 
meticulously chose the words to their songs and the scores to which they were set. As a result of 
this diligence, their works penetrated listeners “like an X-ray” and left a lingering impression. In 
the age of audiotapes, conversely, singers acted “like traders who [sold] undesirable goods 
alongside indispensable ones.”22 Cassette “artists,” in short, were not artists at all.  
 The belief that the voices appearing on audiotapes were unfit to be broadcast is perhaps 
no more evident than in a sketch accompanying the editorial cited at the start of this article. In 
the drawing, a professional female mourner (nadaba) approaches a representative of 
“Fatsophone,” a record label based in a kiosk. The employee asks her if she would like “to 
record a cassette.” Mistaking the word “cassette” (kasit) for “as a woman” (ka-sit), the confused 
client asks, “or as a man?”23 For its contemporary audience, the drawing’s meaning would have 
been immediately intelligible. The crass, lower class customer, who makes a living by making 
noise, stands for all of the cassette “artists” branded and berated as “vulgar” by commentators. 
At the same time, the illustration reminds readers that the voices relayed on tapes were not solely 
responsible for the alleged deterioration of taste in Egypt. “Culturally illiterate” producers, like 
the cartoon’s “Fatsophone” delegate, ensured that contentious content reached Egyptian ears. 
 As audiotapes gained ground in Egypt, the number of cassette companies rose at an 
impressive rate. According to one estimate, there were 20 well-known labels prior to 1975. By 
1987, this number had skyrocketed to 365 ventures, only to climb again to around 500 businesses 
three years later. Egyptians with little to no experience in the recording industry or in creating 
cultural productions of any kind ran a large number of these entities. To begin to grasp the vast 
number of amateur enterprises operating in Egypt, which likely even exceeded the 
aforementioned figures, one need only consider how 30 cassette companies reportedly blanketed 
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a single square in Cairo alone by 1990.24 But who exactly founded and managed these labels? 
According to critics, working-class citizens, ranging from electricians to carpenters, used the 
money they earned from Sadat’s economic opening to become cassette producers. Often based in 
a single apartment or kiosk, these ordinary Egyptians, commentators charged, recklessly 
bombarded listeners with cassettes that led to the death of singing and the demise of public taste. 
 Discussions of suspect tapes in the press often censured lower-to-middle-class citizens 
for fancying themselves as cultural producers. One journalist, for instance, attributed the 
proliferation of cassettes that corrupted taste to “street peddlers,” “repeat offenders,” and skilled 
workers who launched recording labels with the cash they acquired from the infitah.25 A fellow 
reporter singled out plumbers, butchers, and cigarette sellers for creating works of art that were 
highly profitable, “incompatible with public taste,” and posed a greater danger to citizens than 
cocaine.26 Still others occasionally faulted their non-elite compatriots for wielding their 
newfound financial influence to corrupt established artists. A professor of psychiatry and 
neurology at a leading medical school in Cairo argued that “trivial” tapes resulted from sweeping 
social changes in the 1970s and the 1980s that empowered a new parasitical class of 
“uneducated” Egyptians. “Seduced by money, famous writers and composers,” the doctor 
bewailed, “drifted, and took to writing and composing for a class intruding on art without any 
study or mere familiarity.”27 In the course of attacking certain sorts of people for producing 
contentious audiocassettes, Egyptian critics engaged in what Pierre Bourdieu has called 
“legitimating social differences,” whereby they portrayed themselves as “educated” and 
“refined” in relation to their “ignorant” and “crass” compatriots.28 At the same time, those 
fueling these discussions did not simply differentiate themselves from those they condemned. 
More importantly, they argued that particular people had no business making Egyptian culture. 
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 But what motivated “imposter artists” and “unqualified producers” to record cassettes? 
According to commentators, Egyptians who corrupted the taste of others were blindly guided by 
money. Unlike true artists, who apparently worried little about their bank accounts, inferior 
performers primarily cared about strengthening their financial standing. In his history of 
Egyptian music (1993), Kamal al-Nigmi writes that “singers riding on the vulgar wave make a 
living from corrupting the tastes of millions of people in an age severed from the heritage of 
Arab singing.”29 More recently, in 2015, the critic continued to berate money-minded cassette 
artists in a posthumous text published through Egypt’s Ministry of Culture. In a brief section 
titled “The Calamity of Arabic Singing,” he states that in the mid-to-late 20th century, when 
tapes came to be a dominant medium, Egypt “became a breeding ground for discordant voices 
and there remained nothing left except nightclub crows.” These substandard, indeed, inhuman 
artists, he declares, “caw day and night and make a living by corrupting the tastes” of listeners.30  
 In a similar vein as al-Nigami, Muhammad Qabil, an Egyptian artist and broadcaster, has 
criticized the profit-driven producers upon whom unqualified cassette artists relied. “It became 
familiar,” he notes in the opening of his music encyclopedia, “to find a butcher’s shop converted 
into a cassette production company.” The skilled workers behind these “successful fraudulent 
commercial ventures,” Qabil explains, cared little about safeguarding public taste. Instead, “they 
searched for financial gain at any cost, even at the cost of taste, which led to vulgar culture and 
its base currency driving out refined culture and proper singing from the markets.”31 Thus, 
whether subsisting on, or striking it rich off “inferior” art, “vulgar” cassette artists and producers, 
commentators regularly contended, were responsible for the decline of public taste.  
 On 5 March 1986, Ra"uf !Id, a leading caricaturist, published a full-page spread in Ruz 
al-Yusuf that brilliantly satirized and summarized the prevailing criticisms “vulgar” cassettes and 
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their creators incurred in Egypt. In one frame, he illustrates the ability of anyone (or anything) to 
make such tapes by presenting a billboard promoting the latest recording from “Assphone” 
records. A bespectacled donkey graces the cassette’s cover and upon seeing it a passerby 
remarks, approvingly, “He’s got incredible neighs!” In another scene, !Id shows how many 
Egyptians released inferior art to line their pockets by introducing a composer guiding a woman 
in a basic pitch exercise. Instead of reciting the standard musical syllables, however, he asks her 
to repeat: “do, re, mi, fa, sol, la ti, do – llar.” On the terrible state of music in Egypt as a result of 
“vulgar” tapes, !Id, in two other shots, presents a young lady bawling to her mother about how 
she can no longer be with her partner “after his level stooped to the level of contemporary 
songs!” and a doctor, played by !Abd al-Wahhab, diagnosing a woman who embodies the sick 
state of songs.32 Though clearly comedic, the scenes !Id cleverly frames and the debates they 
skillfully distill were no laughing matter to those driving them at the time. Having covered how 
cassettes deeply unsettled several observers by calling into question who was an “artist,” what 
counted as “art,” and who had the right to create “culture,” I now turn to the cultural milieu 
audiotapes inhabited and the state-controlled channels of cultural production they challenged. 
 
 
“Vulgar” Audiotapes in the Age of State Culture 
 
 One of Egypt’s Ministers of Culture, Dr. Ahmad Haykal (r. 1985-87), once exclaimed, 
“Art without obligation is like a river without banks; in the end it leads to drowning.” According 
to the politician, those responsible for submerging Egyptians with purposeless, “vulgar” art 
committed two crimes. They shirked their obligation to protect the values, morals, and taste of 
their compatriots and preyed upon Egypt’s “climate of freedom” and Sadat’s economic opening 
“to introduce cheap laughter they called art.” For Haykal, “vulgar” plays, films, and cassettes 
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were appalling because they failed to fulfill one of culture’s primary objectives: crafting sound 
citizens. Indeed, such productions ran counter to the very definition of “culture” he espoused. 
“Culture is not an amusement,” Haykal once asserted. “Culture is not an empty diversion. 
Culture is not a mockery. Culture is not only art. Culture, rather, is refined art.”33 To be certain, 
Haykal was one among many Egyptians who vulgarized select artworks. To better understand 
why some cassettes provoked the scorn of many observers, it is necessary to situate audiotapes in 
relation to the wider cultural terrain they occupied. Only by documenting the state’s efforts to 
fashion “cultured” citizens will the attacks on, and significance of, "vulgar” cassettes gain greater 
clarity. 
 Throughout the mid-to-late 20th century, “mass culture” (al-thaqafa al-jamahiriyya) was 
more than an idea in Egypt; it was a state-engineered program charged with erasing “cultural 
illiteracy.” Mass Culture, the initiative, came into existence in 1966 at the hands of Tharwat 
!Ukasha, a skilled politician, who established several new sites linking culture and the state 
during his eight-year tenure as Minister of Culture (r. 1958-62, 1966-70).34 Officially one of 
!Ukasha’s creations, Mass Culture drew inspiration from earlier programs wedding culture, the 
state, and subject formation, including the Peoples University (f. 1945), Culture Centers (f. 
1948), and Culture Palaces (f. 1960).35 The first director of Mass Culture, Sa!d Kamil, was a 
prominent member of the Egyptian intellectual left. Once appointed, he wasted little time in 
selecting elite men and women to relocate from Cairo to direct Culture Palaces, to set up Culture 
Houses and Clubs, and to oversee Culture Caravans across Egypt.36 The objectives of these 
apparatuses were two-fold. They strove to educate and elevate the taste of ordinary Egyptians 
and to build stronger ties between the capital and its peripheries. The foundation of both aims 
was a shared national culture, manufactured, distributed, and sanctioned by the government. 
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 The success of Mass Culture is subject to debate. Some contemporary writers have called 
attention to the emptiness of Culture Palaces, the poor attendance of peasants – a demographic 
particularly in need of “enlightenment” – at state events, and the steamrolling of provincial 
cultures by a Cairene culture exported to the countryside.37 Other observers, meanwhile, have 
highlighted the numerous plays staged across the country, the expansion of Mass Culture’s 
network to Egypt’s peripheries, and the gratitude exhibited by children for “culture” now being 
available to them.38 Regardless of these differences in opinion, what cannot be disputed is the 
centrality of music to Mass Culture’s mission. State officials working for the venture established 
numerous ensembles, while musical plays, recitals, and competitions took place in government 
establishments where guests encountered select records and cassettes in “listening clubs.” 
 According to one publication, Mass Culture held more than 6,000 musical events 
between 1971 and 1980 that catered to an estimated 3,000,000 people.39 Although these statistics 
should be viewed with a grain of salt, since they were published by a state entity, it is beyond 
any doubt that music was an indispensable instrument in the state’s attempts to fashion 
“enlightened” Egyptians. Not all sounds, however, contributed to these efforts. As Jessica 
Winegar has pointed out, the process of making Egyptians “cultured” (tathqif) was closely 
related to the idea of “gaining taste” (tadhawwuq).40 Sounds considered to be “tasteless” by those 
on the government’s payroll, consequently, had no role to play in a program designed to create 
“cultured” citizens. Refined art, exclusively, advanced this task, which “vulgar” audiotapes only 
jeopardized. In its mission to forge “cultured” Egyptians, Mass Culture was not alone. A second 
mechanism, with a wider reach and a much larger audience, lent welcomed support. 
 State-controlled Egyptian radio placed a premium on molding model citizens. To ensure 
that only the “right” sounds reached the public’s ears, radio officials relied on a system of checks 
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and balances. Two screening committees formed the foundation of this infrastructure.41 The first, 
known as the “Text Assembly” (Lajnat al-Nusus), decided whether the radio should record 
numbers still being developed. If its members approved of a tune, the song entered production. A 
second panel, the “Listening Assembly” (Lajnat al-Istima!), determined if recorded songs should 
be broadcast. If the body’s artists, broadcasters, and sound engineers endorsed a ballad, it was 
left to the discretion of stations to play it. Programs did not promote everything that came their 
way.42 During the period under investigation, the selectivity of some channels was public 
knowledge. In 1975, delegates from four different stations openly admitted to classifying singers 
and allotting them airtime in accordance with their rank. Al-Sharq al-Awsat (f. 1964), for 
instance, considered Umm Kulthum, !Abd al-Wahhab, and !Abd al-Halim to be “first-tier” 
musicians and played their songs once a day, while “second-tier” artists, like al-Atrash, Nagat, 
Faiza Ahmad, Warda, and Shadia, were broadcast four times a week, and “third-tier” performers, 
such as Sabah, Su!ad Muhammad, and Maha Sabri, appeared on the air every now and again.43 
Singers branded as “vulgar” by radio employees generally fell outside of these ranks altogether. 
Unlike tapes, which sounded countless voices, radio popularized a smaller pool of elite artists. 
 Radio administrators took pride in the selectivity their system inspired and the high 
artistic standards it allegedly upheld. And when the medium’s criteria for choosing tracks 
became too loose, representatives vowed to tighten them. In 1983, for example, the Listening 
Assembly revisited its rules for approving songs. Going forward, one magazine noted, its 
members would only permit numbers they hailed as a “contribution” to “the world of singing.”44 
From the perspective of officials, those capable of making such a “contribution” were limited. 
According to Ibrahim al-Musbah, who oversaw musical works for the Radio and Television 
Union in the early 1980s, only 10 poets out of 5,000 writers could create sound songs.45 Those 
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not fortunate enough to earn the approval of al-Musbah and other cultural elites, like !Abd al-
Wahhab, who assisted the radio in determining who deserved to be aired, were forced to find 
other ways to be heard.46 The radio’s exclusivity was essential, its gatekeepers maintained, 
because the technology was responsible for refining the taste of all listeners across the country.47 
In this sense, officials viewed the medium as “a school without walls for all people” and pledged 
not to harm “public morals and dignity” or to broadcast “vulgar” words.48 “Crass” cassettes 
obstructed the efforts of radio personnel to fashion “cultured” Egyptians and the medium’s 
guardians did not hesitate to censure “vulgar songs that spread in brisk cassette markets” in the 
press.49 Nevertheless, employees could not always keep suspect tapes off the airwaves.  
 With the proliferation of cassette companies, Egyptian radio produced less music, and, at 
times, acted as a “showcase” for cassette labels, which sent the radio tapes as “gifts” in the hope 
of gaining greater publicity for their recordings.50 These free cassettes, commentators regularly 
alleged, contained material that polluted public taste.51 As was the case with amateur radio 
stations decades earlier, writers ridiculed the monetary ambitions that they believed guided those 
behind such content and pushed for the stricter regulation of the voices tapes sounded. In its 
campaign to counter “vulgar” cassettes, to elevate the taste of all citizens, and, most importantly, 
to dictate who created Egyptian culture, radio found an ally in a third state entity: the censor. 
 Censorship was both a private and a public affair in Egypt. While decisions on what 
movies to cut, songs to amend, or plays to trim may have been made behind closed doors, the 
outcomes of backroom deliberations often surfaced on the pages of the popular press. Weekly 
magazines frequently noted works of art state censors deemed unfit for public consumption due 
to their title, plotline, political content, or the danger they purportedly posed to public morals. 
The power exhibited by censors on paper, however, belied the difficulties they faced in practice 
 ! "&)!
in silencing certain cultural products. Years before the advent of satellite television and the 
World Wide Web, audiotapes posed the single greatest obstacle to those tasked with securing the 
perimeters of public culture. A rare look inside the Office of Art Censorship (al-Raqaba !ala al-
Musanifat al-Fanniyya) on Qasr al-!Ayni Street in downtown Cairo offers a useful starting point 
for addressing the challenges cassettes posed to officials charged with “purifying” public taste. 
 In an insightful interview in al-Mansa, one of the most vocal critics of “vulgar” cassettes, 
the Director of Art Censorship, !Abd al-Fatah Rashid, illuminated the inner workings of his 
office in the late 1970s. The objectives of Rashid’s unit were three-fold. It strove to make sure 
artistic works were tasteful, complied with public morals, and adhered to political, social, and 
religious norms. The enforcement of these guidelines, however, was not always possible, 
especially in the case of audiocassettes. When asked about “vulgar” tapes, Rashid blamed 
“private sector” producers who deceived censors by submitting one text for review only to record 
another upon receiving their approval. Unlike the first set of lyrics, the second included 
additional phrases the producer believed would “serve him financially.”52 If censors discovered 
the revised recording, Rashid explained, they confiscated it and imposed a E£50 fine on its 
creator. Perhaps sensing this response was inadequate, the Director elaborated that he was in the 
process of implementing a stricter protocol whereby censors would examine every work twice – 
before and after it was recorded – prior to issuing a ruling. Certain impediments, though, 
hindered this plan. Rashid’s team consisted of a mere fifteen censors who toiled away over seven 
recorders. To make matters worse, his office was inundated with audiotapes. In addition to 
reviewing commercial cassettes, his staff was responsible for screening every personal tape that 
crossed Egypt’s borders. 
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 If the Director of Art Censorship sounded defensive in his conversation with Ruz al-
Yusuf, it is likely because a number of Egyptian critics attributed the proliferation of “vulgar” 
cassettes to the shortcomings of state censors. At times, the voices behind these attacks opted for 
anonymity. One commentator, going simply by the name of “an artist,” repeatedly chastised 
censors in Ruz al-Yusuf. In January of 1979, the mystery writer, who may well have been a state-
sanctioned musician suffering from waning sales, slammed censors for partaking in the pollution 
of public taste by permitting companies to produce “vulgar” cassettes.53 Six months later, he 
harangued state censors, once again, for signing off on tapes with sexually suggestive lyrics.54 
Judging by a third rebuke from the same alias nearly a year later, censors, it would seem, 
continued to struggle with cassettes. “Cassette tapes brimming with triviality,” the “artist” railed, 
“are increasing and are being sold brazenly in commercial shops and on the sidewalk.”55   
 Others, meanwhile, elected to wave their anonymity when critiquing censors. In a letter 
to the editors of Akhir Sa!a, a Fathi Mansur questioned the absence of censorship at a time when 
“singing and art had become a job for those without one” and vulgar songs continued to spread 
on cassettes at an alarming rate. No tape, he asserted, should circulate without the approval of 
censors, who needed to punish those behind “foul tapes” that facilitated the “decline of public 
taste.”56 The origin of Fathi’s message, a small village in the northern province of Daqahlia, 
suggests that suspect cassettes extended well beyond Egypt’s urban centers; “tasteless” tapes, it 
would seem, were a nation-wide problem that demanded the attention and the action of Egyptian 
gatekeepers. In conversation with these writers and in an effort to reign in certain tapes, a wide 
array of Egyptians proposed different ways to strengthen censorship and to save public taste. 
 For some politicians, the answer to “vulgar” cassettes rested upon amending existing 
laws. In February of 1980, the First Undersecretary for the Ministry of Culture, Sa!d al-Din 
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Wahba, instructed officials to revise censorship legislation.57 He argued that it was necessary to 
revisit the now antiquated legal measures because significant changes had since transpired in the 
domain of technology. Among the more momentous developments Wahba cited were 
audiotapes. For others, the solution to “vulgar” cassettes lay in altering the infrastructure of state 
censorship. The same month Wahba formed his committee, Muharram Fu"ad, a well-known 
singer, posited that stricter censorship could improve Egyptian music. To aid the efforts of 
censors in cracking down on “often illegal” cassette companies and the “vulgar” recordings they 
released, Fu"ad proposed the establishment of a “cassette room.”58 According to the artist’s 
vision, the Office of Art Censorship, the Musicians Association, and the Ministry of Industry 
would work together to create the room, while a musical advisor would accompany artists in the 
space. As a result of this plan, which notably stood to benefit Fu"ad and his state-controlled label 
(Sawt al-Qahira) by reducing the stiff competition they faced in attracting listeners, cassette 
production would fall more squarely within the purview of the state and elite cultural brokers.  
 Perhaps one of the first to propose the creation of a cassette room in print, Fu"ad was not 
the last to introduce a new apparatus for censoring certain voices in the name of protecting public 
taste. Nearly a year onwards, in January of 1981, Hilmi Bakr, an accomplished composer, 
seconded the formation of a “cassette room” in a report for the “Music Committee” (Lajnat al-
Musiqa), an assembly headed by Midhat !Isam, a senior official with Egyptian radio.59 The 
reception of Bakr’s proposal remains unknown, but based on a later article it is clear he was 
flexible on the final form censorship assumed so long as it was sterner. In January of 1983, Bakr 
called for a different apparatus to regulate “the decline of the level of cassette songs with regards 
to morals and art.”60 This time, addressing !Abd al-Wahhab and his fellow colleagues at the 
Association for Writers and Composers, he recommended that a tripartite committee consisting 
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of the Association’s members, the Musicians Association, and the Office of Art Censorship, 
monitor cassettes. The need for such a mechanism, Ruz al-Yusuf suggested in its coverage of 
Bakr’s recommendation, was dire. Since the artist last pitched the idea of a cassette room the 
number of cassette companies in Egypt had skyrocketed from 20 to 106. It was in this climate of 
tremendous change that another state entity, the “Specialized National Councils” (al-Majalis al-
Qawmiyya al-Mutakhasissa), joined artists and politicians in the battle against “vulgar” tapes.  
 In April of 1983, following a detailed study on the danger particular cassettes posed to 
public taste, the Councils called for a novel unit within the Ministry of Culture to act in tandem 
with the Ministry of Information and the Ministry of Industry to assess the “purity” of cassette 
productions before they reached the Egyptian public.61 Two months later, the Councils declared 
an all out “war on the cassette.” In an article covering the bombastic announcement, a familiar 
voice compared “vulgar” cassettes to the Mongol ruler Hulagu Khan. What did the two have in 
common? In the opinion of al-Mansa, both shared a longing for “the obliteration of civilization’s 
signposts.”62 According to the critic, there existed two types of people. There were those who 
listened to cassettes unaware of the danger they posed, a group he likened to “drug addicts,” and 
cultured listeners, who were aware of the harm tapes caused and tried to warn their compatriots. 
Unsurprisingly, the Egyptians interviewed in the article fell firmly in the second camp.  
 One official al-Mansa spoke with insisted that art education was the best means to 
“inoculate” Egyptians against “trivial” productions, while another called for the review of every 
cassette by a committee of experts. A third respondent, offered no advice, choosing instead to 
lament that audiotapes could have been used for good were it not for Sadat’s infitah and the 
resulting commercialization of culture. After recording all of these responses, al-Mansa offered a 
different point of view. If the Ministry of Culture reached out to private sector companies, he 
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posited, it may be possible to expand the “cultural cassettes” available to listeners. Tapes 
carrying “refined” sounds, in turn, could drown out, or at least offset, their “vulgar” counterparts. 
In the eyes of some Egyptians, censors, clearly, were no longer the answer to suspect cassettes. 
 In the years to come, the worries commentators expressed regarding the ability of censors 
to silence cassettes they considered “vulgar” proved to have been well founded. By the end of 
the 1980s, plans to eradicate “trivial” tapes in Egypt were faltering. Cassette labels continued to 
amend recordings before they reached consumers and after censors sanctioned them.63 Likewise, 
censors failed to report the names of cassette singers to the Musicians Association for its 
members to confirm whether or not they belonged to the body – a prerequisite for performing on 
tapes.64 Sensing the weakness of state monitors, several Egyptians defied the rejections issued by 
censors on the grounds of vulgarity. At times, these stands were highly public. Hussayn Imam, 
for instance, vowed to release an audiotape based, in part, on the soundtrack to his popular film 
“Crabs” (Kaburya) despite censors concluding that the cassette endangered public taste on two 
separate occasions.65 In other cases, citizens exercised greater caution in circumventing rulings. 
The owner of a clothes shop, for example, reportedly re-released a tape confiscated by censors 
after they signed off on a revised version of the same work. Intent on duping authorities, the 
merchant fit the same cover to both editions of the cassette recording.66 As one journalist 
tellingly pleaded at the start of 1990, censors were in trouble in Egypt and desperately needed 
support in patrolling “floods of cassettes in thousands of kiosks and stores,” lest “the security 
wall collapse between [Egyptians] and the deluge of vulgar art and moral decline.”67 In the 
opinion of many critics, by the time these remarks were made, the wall had already crumbled. 
 In covering the efforts of state officials to fashion “cultured” citizens, attacks on cassettes 
come into greater view. Tapes relaying content Egyptians deemed to be “vulgar” easily 
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circulated outside of Mass Culture establishments, the Radio and Television Union, and the 
Office of Art Censorship. By offering any citizen a means to record their voice and to reach a 
mass audience, audiocassette technology de-centralized state-controlled Egyptian media long 
before the advent of al-Jazeera and the Internet, and enabled an unprecedented number of people 
to create Egyptian culture at a time when public figures strove to dictate the shape it assumed.  
 To be certain, cultural gatekeepers did not simply surrender to allegedly “vulgar” 
recordings. On the contrary, they suggested no shortage of solutions to tapes they branded as 
“tasteless.” In addition to proposals to enhance censorship, some actors called for the formation 
of competitions and committees to counter the decline of Egyptian music. Contests offering 
financial rewards, they hoped, would deter money-minded lyricists from writing “vulgar” songs 
they knew would sell well on cassettes, while assemblies comprised of leading artists would 
counter suspect tapes by promoting and supporting voices deemed to be valuable by highbrow 
musicians.68 Other critics, meanwhile, looked to elite performers to combat cassettes they 
considered “crass.” !Abd al-Wahhab assumed this responsibility in numerous cartoons, where he 
nursed sick songs back to health and prevented the spread of inferior music in military fatigues.69 
Of all these responses, however, none was more visible than Sawt al-Qahira, a state-controlled 
label that strove to elevate the taste of all Egyptians. But prior to exploring this entity’s efforts to 
forge “cultured” listeners, it is first necessary to examine the career of one artist, who, more so 
than any other Egyptian, embodied “vulgar” cassettes: Ahmad !Adawiya. In investigating 
!Adawiya and Sawt al-Qahira, side-by-side, it will become clear that audiocassette technology, 
contrary to the claims of many commentators, transmitted a vast variety of voices in Egypt. 
 
The “Low” and the “High”: Ahmad !Adawiya and Sawt al-Qahira 
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 In 1978, an Egyptian student by the name of Siyanat Hamdi wrote a doctoral thesis on the 
decline of Egyptian music. To evaluate the dissertation, her university invited external musicians 
to lead its review. Among the artists asked to discuss Hamdi’s findings was Muhammad !Abd al-
Wahhab, who, if he read it, likely enjoyed the lengthy tome, which included an entire chapter on 
his mastery of Arabic. The scope of Hamdi’s project was panoramic, covering singing in Egypt 
from its inception to the present day. Part and parcel of this history were “vulgar” songs, such as 
Ahmad !Adawiya’s “Topsy-Turvy” (Kullu !ala Kullu), and what permitted such “inferior” 
numbers to spread and the “weak” voices behind them to become well-known. In an article 
covering the student’s research in Ruz al-Yusuf, one writer asked readers how Egyptians could 
“escape from !Adawiya’s school” prior to directing them to Hamdi’s work.70 If !Abd al-Halim 
Hafiz was “the nightingale,” and Umm Kulthum was “the voice of Egypt,” !Adawiya was 
nothing more than “noise” Hamdi, the reporter, and many other commentators could do without. 
 Few figures in Egypt’s modern history are more synonymous with “vulgar” cassettes than 
!Adawiya, one of the pioneers of popular (sha!bi) music, a contentious genre critics regularly 
disparaged. Born Ahmad Muhammad Mursi on 26 June 1945, !Adawiya grew up listening to al-
Atrash, !Abd al-Wahhab, and !Abd al-Halim.71 Little is known about his early life, but according 
to one account, !Adawiya’s father traded livestock for a living and relocated his family to Cairo 
when the entertainer was still an adolescent.72 It was in Egypt’s capital where a young !Adawiya, 
with only a primary school education to fall back on, began to pursue music seriously. Unlike 
some of his peers, who enrolled in prestigious conservatories to perfect their skills, he honed his 
craft on Muhammad !Ali Street, a historic avenue renowned for its musicians. There, he played 
both the nay (reed flute) and the riqq (tambourine) with a musical troupe and followed in the 
footsteps of several other artists, such as Muhammad Rushdi, Muhammad al-!Azabi, and 
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Mahmud Shukuku, who learned how to become performers on the street. Fame and fortune, 
however, would have to wait until he met Sharifa Fadil, a singer and actress of some acclaim. 
 According to one narrative, !Adawiya sang before some of Egypt’s biggest stars at one of 
Fadil’s parties in 1972 and Ma"mun al-Shinnawi, a leading lyricist who worked with many 
iconic musicians, took notice. Another account, conversely, places the meeting between 
!Adawiya and al-Shinnawi elsewhere, at the “al-Arizona” Casino, where Fadil allegedly 
introduced the artist to Amin Sami, the enterprise’s owner.73 Either way, in 1973, !Adawiya 
recorded his first major hit, al-Sah al-Dah Ambu, on a cassette for Sawt al-Hubb, where al-
Shinnawi served as an artistic advisor. The tape was an unprecedented success, selling an 
estimated 1,000,000 copies.74 The first of many hits !Adawiya would release on cassettes, the 
recording transformed him into a household name and placed him at the center of debates on 
audiotapes and the death of taste. 
 From the beginning of his career, !Adawiya attracted the ire of critics. Respected 
musicians ridiculed him and those belonging to his “backward” generation. Muhammad !Abd al-
Mutalab, a pioneer of the “popular song,” attacked !Adawiya on multiple occasions. When asked 
about the quality of songs in the mid-1970s, a time when !Adawiya and audiotapes were gaining 
momentum, he once responded bitterly, “[t]hey are machinations! A cheap trade whose 
manufacturers try to outdo one another in proving their ability and their superiority in corrupting 
the taste of the next generation.”75 Other artists denounced !Adawiya outside of the press. In one 
incident, Muharram Fu"ad entered a casino known for playing !Adawiya’s tapes in Alexandria 
and, upon hearing his numbers, demanded “foreign music” be broadcast instead. The building’s 
owner proceeded to play one of Fu"ad’s songs and when it did not please those present forced 
him to leave the premises.76 There is then the case of !Abd al-Hamid Kishk, an influential 
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preacher who slammed !Adawiya in one of his sermons. According to the popular religious 
authority, !Adawiya’s first hit, al-Sah al-Dah Ambu, was as “tasteless” as it was 
“meaningless.”77 Distancing himself from the singer’s “vulgar” tracks and his use of colloquial 
Egyptian Arabic, the shaykh implored Egyptian youth in classical Arabic to study high poetry. 
Combined with attacks on !Adawiya as a foul side effect of Egypt’s devastating defeat in the 
1967 War and Sadat’s economic opening that empowered “culturally illiterate” Egyptians, all of 
these commentaries cast the singer, his success, and his cassettes in a resolutely negative light. 
 Not all Egyptian public figures, however, embraced a black-and-white view when it came 
to the cassette star. Naguib Mahfouz was among those who adopted a more nuanced stance 
regarding the singer. At times, the Nobel-laureate criticized !Adawiya’s music for its “triviality” 
and “crudeness,” two qualities, he claimed, that resulted in his productions being the “furthest 
thing from elegance,” while in other moments the author recognized his “strong, sorrow-infused 
voice” and recalled several of !Adawiya’s songs with ease, only to wish their lyrics were more 
meaningful and less vulgar.78 !Abd al-Wahhab, similarly, did not despise !Adawiya, like some of 
his compatriots, but did insist that his music would lose its resonance. In an interview with Akhir 
Sa!a in 1976, he stated that !Adawiya’s popularity was of little concern to him “because in every 
country in the world there are all sorts of artistic colors and forms.” What bothered !Abd al-
Wahhab at the time in Egypt was not !Adawiya’s presence but the absence of “noble beautiful 
art,” which, he believed, was “what remains in the end.”79 Unlike the permanence refined music 
enjoyed, !Adawiya’s songs, the artist implied, were a passing phenomenon. Despite the 
reportedly “fleeting” and “crass” nature of !Adawiya’s tracks, some of Egypt’s leading artists 
nevertheless gravitated toward him. Among these figures was none other than !Abd al-Wahhab. 
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 The same year !Abd al-Wahhab refrained from castigating !Adawiya in Akhir Sa!a, he 
tried to poach the entertainer in his capacity as the co-owner of Sawt al-Fann, a major recording 
label. !Abd al-Wahhab’s partner, !Abd al-Halim, approached !Adawiya in London, where he was 
performing for GBP£300 per day at the Omar Khayyam Hotel. There, he offered !Adawiya a 
five-year recording deal. In return for Sawt al-Fann being the sole entity with the rights to his 
voice, the contract stipulated that !Adawiya would receive 30% of the value of any future 
productions. Shortly thereafter, !Adawiya’s label, eager to retain him, countered !Abd al-Halim’s 
terms by raising its star’s salary to E£500 per song in addition to a cut of the price of his 
recordings.80 Less than two weeks after news of Sawt al-Fann’s proposal broke, Ruz al-Yusuf 
printed a picture of !Abd al-Halim gleefully singing al-Sah al-Dah Ambu alongside !Adawiya at 
a party.81 In the shot, !Abd al-Halim prances around, with a microphone in his hand, as !Adawiya 
crouches behind him on the stage with his arms spread wide (see Image 4. 3). The image caused 
quite a stir. Arabic periodicals reprinted it and writers claimed the scene evidenced !Abd al-
Halim’s approval of !Adawiya’s “vulgar” art. In response to this charge, Halim, reportedly, 
denied the incident ever took place.82 While the Sawt al-Fann kingpins may have preferred to 
keep their dealings with !Adawiya out of the public eye, other artists did not mind supporting the 
singer in a more open manner. !Adawiya’s cassettes, after all, were wildly popular. 
 Throughout !Adawiya’s career, some of the biggest names in Egyptian music wrote 
compositions for him. In the 1970s, Mahmud al-Sharif, Muhammad al-Mogi, Kamal al-Tawil, 
Munir Murad, and Sayyid Mikkawi, all worked with the sha!bi sensation.83 Egyptian lyricists, 
likewise, were well aware of !Adawiya’s selling power. One need only consider how one writer 
penned a song for Muharram Fu"ad only to give the same text to !Adawiya before Fu"ad could 
perform it because any tape !Adawiya released sold “40,000 copies.”84 Even Egyptian celebrities 
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who did not work directly with !Adawiya appreciated his music. Actor, writer, and singer Is!ad 
Yunis stated that his songs neither could nor should be censored. Not only was it “impossible to  
 
 
Image 4.3 “!Abd al-Halim Hafiz sings al-Sah al-Dah Ambu!!” 
Source: “!Abd al-Halim Hafiz Yughanni al-Sah al-Dah Ambu!!”  
Ruz al-Yusuf, no. 2488 (16 February 1976):  47. 
 
pull a sorry tape from a taxi to put a Beethoven tape in its place,” she claimed, but songs like 
!Adawiya’s provided a useful brain break for scholars and others who could not be expected to 
tune into artists like French Pianist Richard Clayderman “around the clock.”85 At the same time, 
commentators did not accept every defense of !Adawiya. When !Adil Imam, an Egyptian actor 
who appeared in multiple films critics found to be “vulgar,” claimed that local intellectuals did 
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not approve of !Adawiya’s songs because they were “withdrawn from the people,” one reporter 
sharply reprimanded him. Being one with the people, the writer rebuked, “does not mean 
smoking hookah or swaying to the melody of ‘Get Well Soon Umm Hassan,” one of !Adawiya’s 
popular tracks.86 Regardless of the vastly divergent opinions Egyptians expressed towards 
!Adawiya, there was one thing everyone agreed upon. Audiocassettes were integral to his career. 
 Throughout the mid-to-late 20th century, Egyptians encountered !Adawiya’s tapes in 
several different settings, ranging from cafes to taxis to hair salons. As one writer observed early 
on, !Adawiya’s voice emerged from “Cairo’s side streets and alleyways to take the ears of the 
middle class by storm and to impose its songs upon it by way of cassette tapes for no apparent 
reason!”87 Notably, one place where !Adawiya’s tracks did not resound was state-controlled 
radio. Contrary to the claims of some scholars, !Adawiya and other up-and-coming artists did not 
simply turn to cassettes in the 1970s “as a practical solution for low-cost distribution and 
promotion.”88 Although the affordability of both processes was a plus, !Adawiya and his peers 
harnessed audiotapes, first and foremost, because Egyptian radio refused to broadcast what its 
officials deemed to be “vulgar” material. Forced to find another way to be heard, !Adawiya used 
tapes as a tool to reach a mass audience and to make his name known outside of weddings and 
Cairo’s backstreets.89 In overcoming the radio’s ban by way of tapes, !Adawiya confirmed what 
one writer called “the success of the illegitimate” and contributed to the alleged demise of taste.90  
 Statistics recording the sales of !Adawiya’s tapes are exceedingly difficult to locate, but it 
appears the singer outpaced many of his compatriots who benefited from state-controlled radio 
broadcasts and access to national stages. Annual figures published for 1976 accredit the 
performer with the top-selling cassette in Egypt. Over the course of the year, one of his tapes, 
!Adawiya fi Lundun (!Adawiya in London), reportedly sold 36,000 units, not to mention 
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countless more pirated copies, while !Abd al-Halim’s final recording, Qari’at al-Fangan (The 
Coffee Cup Fortune Teller), came in a distant second with 18,000 sales and a mix tape from 
Mitqal, a folkloric singer from Karnak who once worked with Mass Culture, moved 15,000 
albums (see Table 4.1). In addition to upstaging his fellow artists, !Adawiya also surpassed 
Egypt’s leading Qur"an reciter, Muhammad al-Tablawi, who sold 20,000 cassettes throughout 
the year, by a significant margin.91 But why were !Adawiya’s tapes so popular in the first place? 
 
Artist Album Name Cassettes Sold 
Ahmad !Adawiya !Adawiya fi Lundun 36,000 
!Abd al-Halim Hafiz Qari"at al-Fangan 18,000 
Mitqal Shamandi Folkloric Song Mix 15,000 
Faiza Ahmad Wa "Adart Tahgir 11,000 
Warda Kilmat Itab 7,000 
Muharram Fu"ad Ta!ab al-"Ulub 4,000  
Table 4.1 Annual Cassettes Sales for 1976. Source: “1976: !Amm  
!Adawiya!” Ruz al-Yusuf, no. 2534 (3 January 1977): nk. 
 
 According to contemporary commentators, the proliferation of !Adawiya’s cassettes was 
a matter of timing, audience, and content. The performer, they maintained, emerged with a 
“strange new voice” when several of Egypt’s most beloved artists passed away. Stepping into the 
void these stars left behind, !Adawiya, the story goes, gained traction with a “new class” of 
Egyptians consisting mainly of skilled workers and merchants (the same group of citizens whom 
critics accused of profiting from Sadat’s infitah and contributing to the “decline” of public taste). 
For these individuals, !Adawiya epitomized “their long lost wish” by singing about daily 
problems, to which they could relate, in the vernacular they understood.92 Cassette technology, in 
turn, permitted this class to blare songs that were banned from state-controlled radio.93 One of 
the figures this group flocked to was !Adawiya, whose lyrics, one writer explains in similarly 
classist terms, were “strange to the ears of cultured, educated, and bourgeois listeners.”94  
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 To see these observations in action, a scene from one Egyptian film, Ahl al-Qimma (The 
People at the Top, 1981) is particularly revealing. At one point in the picture, a thief turned 
dishonest businessman, Za!tar (Nur al-Sharif), picks up his love interest, Isham (Su!ad Husni), 
and her co-worker, Fathiyya (Nadia !Izat), from a bank in Cairo after their shifts end. Shortly 
after the three set off, Za!tar slides a tape into his stereo and !Adawiya’s “Zahma ya Dunya 
Zahma” (Oh, Crowded World!), washes over the car’s occupants. Fathiyya, riding shotgun, 
disapproves of the “annoying” song along with !Adawiya’s other numbers due to their “vulgar” 
words, while Za!tar praises the recording for its “witty” and “unassuming” lyrics. Isham, 
meanwhile, finds most songs “tasteless” but believes !Adawiya’s tracks are nonetheless 
“amusing.”95 Notably, Za!tar, who applauds !Adawiya unabashedly in the exchange, embodies 
the ills of Egypt’s economic opening and belongs to the same class of citizens Egyptian 
commentators blamed for corrupting public taste. Ultimately, by utilizing cassettes, !Adawiya 
blazed a new course for anyone aspiring to be an artist outside of Egyptian radio and provided no 
shortage of material for irate listeners. Yet audiotapes, contrary to the arguments of many voices, 
did not simply transmit content critics found to be “trivial.” Cassettes also carried “refined” 
recordings that many people believed were central to the production of “cultured” citizens. 
 If critics held private sector companies, run by “unqualified” individuals, responsible for 
the production of “vulgar” tapes and the corruption of public taste, they lauded Sawt al-Qahira 
as a means to elevate the taste of all citizens through “refined” cassettes. In one emblematic 
narrative of the company’s history, the Egyptian Ministry of Information warmly introduces 
Sawt al-Qahira as “a civilizational beacon radiating the finest forms of art and creative media.” 
Chief among the enterprise’s objectives, we are told, was to “refine public taste, to elevate one’s 
being, and to alleviate one’s existence.” To these ends, the label’s representatives endeavored to 
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expose Egyptians to a select range of state-sanctioned voices in order to “counter their wallowing 
in waves of triviality, to enrich their sense of being, to refine their sense of art, and to elevate 
their level of music,” all things writers vulgarizing cassettes regularly demanded.96 In line with 
the missions of other state-controlled entities, Sawt al-Qahira, in short, aspired to fashion a more 
“cultured” listener that spurned the “tasteless” noises generated by its competitors. 
 To guarantee the high quality of its productions, Sawt al-Qahira employed artistic 
committees to evaluate the material on its albums, which, for at least three decades, found a 
home, first and foremost, on audiocassettes. Beginning in 1973, the state-controlled enterprise 
manufactured its first set of cassettes, numbering 7,561 tapes in total (see Table 4.2). The 
relatively small assortment accompanied its far larger record releases for the year, which 
exceeded 655,000 discs. The company’s cassettes originated from a factory in Alexandria. Four 
years into the plant’s operations, a decree from the Ministry of Information altered the label’s 
name from Sawt al-Qahira Record Company to Sawt al-Qahira for Audio and Visuals. The new 
title signaled a changing expertise. In 1981, citing a waning demand on behalf of consumers, 
Sawt al-Qahira ceased to manufacture records. The very next year, in 1982, the label increased 
its production of cassettes from slightly over 737,000 to more than 1,000,000 for the first time in 
its history.97 Clearly invested in cassette technology, Sawt al-Qahira strove to further enhance its 
operations in 1991. With the assistance of German experts, Egyptians working in a second 
factory in Alexandria learned how to manage advanced machinery to manufacture and assemble 
the plastic components designed to protect magnetic tape reels.98 Once foreign imports, internal 
and external cassette cases, as a result of this temporary partnership, became domestic products. 
Throughout the 1980s and the 1990s, Sawt al-Qahira’s production of cassettes fell below seven 
figures on only two occasions and exceeded 2,000,000 tapes annually a dozen separate times. 
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Year Number of Cassettes Produced 
1973 7,561 
1974 55,961 
1975 148,562 
1976 390,586 
1977 101,822 
1978 611,819 
1979 477,544 
1980 191,335 
1981 737,241 
1982 1,112,447 
1983 1,495,726 
1984 2,140,308 
1985 2,039,755 
1986 1,922,140 
1987 2,157,255 
1988 2,139,925 
1989 1,225,477 
1990 2,033,253 
1991 1,583,947 
1992 2,160,462 
1993 2,604,572 
1994 1,830,371 
1995 2,193,752 
1996 2,072,418 
1997 3,127,460 
1998 3,412,268 
1999 (until 4/30) 2,114,113 
Table 4.2 Sawt al-Qahira Cassette Production (1973-1999). Source:  
Ministry of Information. Al-Iclam al-Misri wa al-Alfiyya al-Thalitha.  
Cairo: Al-Majmu!a al-Thaqafiyya al-Misriyya, 1999: 182,184. 
 
 Glossy photographs, accompanying the Ministry of Information’s history of Sawt al-
Qahira, show Egyptian employees working diligently in the company’s state of the art facilities 
in Alexandria. Women manage master recordings in the shots, while men handle packaging, the 
creation of cassette cases, and the printing of cassette sleeves and posters (see Image 4.4).99 If 
examined together, the images convey a clear message. Sawt al-Qahira’s cassette division shared 
nothing in common with the so-called “companies” blasted by critics for producing “vulgar” 
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tapes. For one, the label was not limited to a single room or a sidewalk kiosk. It operated out of 
not one, but two, well lit, technologically-advanced factories. Furthermore, its professional, 
uniformed staff sharply departed from the portrayals of “untrained” amateurs, ranging from 
butchers to cigarette vendors, in scathing accounts of suspect tapes. Far from simple shots of two 
places of work, the illustrations actively advance the image of Sawt al-Qahira as a response and 
an answer to “vulgar” cassettes and those behind them. But exactly what sounds ended up on the 
hundreds of blank tapes in the carefully curated pictures in the mid-to-late 20th century? What 
types of recordings, that is to say, did the state-controlled company produce, circulate, and 
market in an effort to popularize and preserve high culture, to counter !Adawiya and other 
cassette stars who “endangered” public taste, and to profit in a competitive marketplace? And 
how may these offerings complicate accounts of cassettes carrying only questionable content? 
 
 
Image 4.4 Sawt al-Qahira employees and one of the company’s two cassette factories  
in Alexandria. Source: Ministry of Information. Al-Iclam al-Misri wa al-Alfiyya al-Thalitha.  
Cairo: Al-Majmu!a al-Thaqafiyya al-Misriyya, 1999: 179-181. 
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 Cassette catalogues from Sawt al-Qahira shed light on the company’s productions and 
the wide range of recordings available to Egyptians. Inside the well-worn documents, the label’s 
inventory shows that cassettes did not simply challenge high, state-sanctioned culture, but were 
also integral to its circulation. One such text, a small orange booklet titled “Musical Evenings,” 
begins to bring these points into relief.100 Over the course of forty-five pages, Sawt al-Qahira 
advertises recordings it created between 1975 and 1988. In perusing the offerings, one is 
immediately struck by the presence of certain sounds and the absence of others. Classical music 
(e.g. symphonies), traditional Arab culture (e.g. folklore), state-sponsored stars (e.g. Muhammad 
!Abd al-Wahhab), and past greats (e.g. Sayyid Darwish) occupy the majority of the catalogue’s 
entries, while shacbi singers fail to grace a single page despite their tremendous popularity at the 
time. Notably, nearly one out of every five albums for sale showcases the Ministry of Culture’s 
Arabic Music Troupe, a professional ensemble led by !Abd al-Halim Nawira, a trained composer 
and instrumentalist who also assisted state-controlled Egyptian radio as a musical inspector. The 
cassettes on display, it is safe to say, would have elated those who loudly vulgarized other tapes. 
 In a second, more comprehensive catalogue, published in 2004, Sawt al-Qahira’s efforts 
to create and cater to “cultured” listeners gain even greater clarity. The detailed volume 
introduces more than 1,000 recordings from the 1970s through the 1990s.101 One of the paragons 
of permissible music in Egypt, Umm Kulthum, eclipses the first twenty pages of the text. In the 
sections to follow, the company’s belief in cassettes as a formative medium becomes even more 
apparent. Some tapes introduce listeners to new languages, while others assist them in 
“correctly” remembering past events, such as Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal and 
Sadat’s trip to Israel (see Image 4.5). Still other cassettes target particular demographics. One 
tape from 1993, for example, aims to shape even the youngest of listeners through musical 
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numbers tackling specific topics. In addition to teaching basic vocabulary (e.g. dog, zoo, tree), 
the recording also covers significant notions, including God, order, and admiration for the father, 
and essential values, like generosity, cleanliness, and cooperation.102 Based on all of these 
offerings, cassettes, from the perspective of Sawt al-Qahira, clearly had a crucial role to play in 
enlightening and elevating the taste of all Egyptians, from day laborers to those still in diapers.  
 A third and final catalogue introduces one other facet of the company’s cassette division 
and its attempts to craft sound citizens. Beginning in the mid-1970s, the label started to produce 
cassettes carrying religious content. One company booklet, coming apart at the seams, reveals 
the presence of twenty-six different shaykhs on audiotapes between 1975 and 1989.103 During 
this timeframe, Egyptians could choose from no less than 800 different Islamic recordings, 
ranging from recitation (tilawa) to interpretation (tafsir), from the company’s collections. In the 
catalogue, Sawt al-Qahira classifies religious productions by the Qur"anic chapter(s) they 
contained and the numbers of the verses they covered. The majority of the entries are “master” 
editions, while a select number are “from the mosque,” a designation likely indicating a live 
recording of a scholar reciting or remarking on the Qur"an before an audience. For those intent 
on procuring multiple recordings from the same individual, Sawt al-Qahira offered the complete 
Qur"an in the voices of eight different religious authorities. Depending on the recitation style 
embraced by these figures – murattala or mujawwada – the collections numbered as few as 19 or 
as many as 74 tapes. As was the case with its other cassette tapes, the company’s Islamic 
recordings similarly enabled select voices – in this case, those sanctioned by both religious and 
political gatekeepers – to reach a wider audience and, occasionally, to profit from their work. 
Equally important, the resulting tapes boosted the company’s efforts to combat cassettes critics 
found to be “vulgar” by bolstering Egypt’s “ethical soundscape” in the mid-to-late 20th century. 
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Image 4.5 Presidents Muhammed Naguib, Gamal !Abd al-Nasser, and Anwar Sadat all  
grace the covers of Sawt al-Qahira cassette recordings. Photo from author’s archive. 
 
 While Sawt al-Qahira was undoubtedly the foremost state entity to harness cassettes in 
an attempt to fashion “cultured” citizens, the company was not the only body to pursue these 
aims through audiotapes. Other enterprises followed suit. To consider only a few examples, the 
High Committee for Music in Cairo released a cassette alongside a booklet in 1983 to showcase 
Egypt’s refined music and to assist readers in elevating their taste.104 The President of the 
General Egyptian Book Organization, meanwhile, publicized his plans in 1989 to issue a tape 
that would combine the best of colloquial and classical Arabic poetry by incorporating the works 
of !Abd al-Rahman al-Abnudi and Muhammad Abu Duma on a single recording.105 Even the 
Egyptian Armed Forces bought into the idea that cassettes could be used to school Egyptian 
citizens. In 1980, the military introduced tapes for learning Hebrew that featured a Sharq al-
Awsat broadcaster, Aynas Gawher, who was fluent in the foreign language.106 Not to be outdone 
by any of these initiatives, Egypt’s Ministry of Culture used cassette tapes to protect and promote 
certain aspects of Egypt’s musical heritage. Less than a week after Egypt’s signing of the 1979 
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peace treaty with Israel, the Ministry was fast at work on manufacturing an audiotape containing 
songs of peace.107 In the years to follow, the Ministry recorded local folkloric ballads, Egyptian 
musicians playing traditional instruments, such as the nay and the oud, and audio books honoring 
state-sanctioned stars like Umm Kulthum and Muhammad !Abd al-Wahhab.108 Mobile, durable, 
and affordable, cassettes presented the state and its constituent bodies with a powerful medium to 
create and circulate what its brokers deemed to be both tasteful and of value at home and abroad. 
 Contrary to the claims of many Egyptian observers, cassettes clearly channeled more than 
contentious sounds in the mid-to-late 20th century. Audiotapes, in fact, were vital to the material 
and social life of all voices from the 1970s to the 1990s, and beyond. At times challenging the 
commercial and cultural dominance of state-sanctioned icons, tapes also solidified the stardom of 
the same artists. That is to say, cassettes simultaneously broadcast Umm Kulthum and !Adawiya, 
!Abd al-Halim and Hassan al-Asmar, Sadat and Shaykh Kishk, and anyone with access to a tape 
recorder. As one travel writer observed during a sojourn to Egypt, spanning only a few months, 
in the mid-1980s, car stereos, portable Walkmans, and boom boxes played everything from 
classical music to Qur"anic recitation to Western pop to leading Egyptian singers in private 
vehicles, public buses, shops, hotels, and social clubs from Alexandria to Aswan.109 Thus, while 
cassettes certainly infuriated critics who strove to dictate who created Egyptian culture and what 
shape it assumed, they were far from the exclusive property of provocative voices.  
 
Conclusion: Egypt’s “Vulgar Soundscape” 
 
 Audiotapes were part and parcel of broader historical debates on “vulgar” media in Egypt 
in the mid-to-late 20th century, when people from all walks of life panned material they found to 
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be “offensive,” “lowbrow,” and, ultimately, “dangerous” to society. Although audiocassette 
technology dominated many of these discussions, it was not at the center of every critique. 
Records, radio, and television also attracted the ire of commentators, albeit, perhaps, to a lesser 
extent due to their greater manageability.110 Writers, likewise, faulted actors for “using 
expressions and movements that tear public taste to pieces” in theatrical productions, and 
expressed their disgust with “vulgar” movies that bombarded viewers with gratuitous sex scenes 
in the cinema.111 The proliferation of videocassette technology in the early 1980s, critics 
contended, pushed producers to churn out pictures filled with “nonsense,” in an effort to lure 
people back to theaters, and empowered ordinary Egyptians, with no background in the arts, to 
open “video clubs” and to become cultural brokers.112 Together, all of these diverse, yet equally 
undesirable noises, contributed to the vitality of Egypt’s “vulgar soundscape.”  
 Although multiple mass mediums played a part in generating passionate debates over the 
alleged “demise” of public taste and the “end” of high culture in Egypt, audiocassettes, arguably, 
inflamed these discussions to a greater degree. In addition to the technology’s immense mobility, 
mass audience, and low price point, audiotapes, as I have argued, permitted citizens from all 
different backgrounds to play a part in the making of Egyptian culture in ways other devices 
simply did not. By enabling essentially anyone to become a cultural producer, regardless of their 
age, gender, education, class, location, or financial standing, audiocassettes radically expanded 
the perimeters of cultural production and infinitely enriched Egypt’s soundscape. 
 Having elucidated one important chapter in the history of Egyptian culture and Egypt’s 
soundscape, it is important to conclude by addressing the fluidity of “vulgarity” as a historical 
concept. Cultural categories, like “high” and “low,” “crass” and “refined,” are not immune to 
change. The adjectives assigned to any given art form at one point in time may very well not 
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apply to it at another juncture. The ability of objects to travel between labels reminds us of the 
permeability of these concepts and the fact that they, like the items they describe, are products of 
a particular moment. With respect to Egypt, the fluidity of “vulgarity” is no more evident than in 
the case of one voice at the center of this article, Ahmad !Adawiya, who, in recent years, is 
emerging in a new light. In this regard, two episodes prove to be particularly instructive. 
 The first occurrence revolves around a self-described “boutique bookstore” in one of 
Cairo’s upscale neighborhoods. Located on a crowded thoroughfare in Zamalik, al-Diwan caters 
primarily to expatriates and middle-to-upper class Egyptians. To meet the needs of its clientele, 
the shop offers a rich selection of English and Arabic language texts, in addition to an assortment 
of Egyptian music. Among the artists available on CDs in December of 2011 were !Amr Diab, 
Khalid, Latifa, and Ramy Sabry, who fell under the banner of “Arabic Remix,” and Sayyid 
Darwish, Umm Kulthum, Farid al-Atrash, and !Abd al-Halim Hafiz, who comprised the “Arabic 
Legends.” Notably, !Adawiya and his fellow popular (sha!bi) singers, who achieved stardom 
through cassette tapes, appeared under neither header and failed to surface on the shop’s shelves 
altogether. When I inquired about !Adawiya’s conspicuous absence, one employee informed me 
in no uncertain terms that al-Diwan “did not sell that kind of music.” Nevertheless, upon a return 
visit to the store in January of 2016, I came across !Adawiya in a different location. At a distance 
from the music department and across from the cash registers, the performer’s face graced the 
cover of what appeared to be an audiocassette released by Sawt al-Hubb. Upon closer inspection, 
however, the “Adawiyat 4” tape turned out to be a trendy notebook. One of several new notepads 
modeled on older audio and videocassette tapes, the item transformed a cultural production 
vulgarized by many observers into a voiceless object. Still unwilling to sell !Adawiya’s actual 
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recordings, al-Diwan, it appears, did not mind profiting off of the artist’s silent “tape.” What was 
once a “tasteless” cassette, in the eyes of many Egyptian critics, was now a presentable gift. 
 If !Adawiya’s music appeared only on paper in al-Diwan, the performer’s numbers 
simultaneously surfaced on genuine audiocassettes at another unexpected venue across Cairo. 
During a downtown outing at the start of 2016 on al-Bursa al-Gadida Street, I discovered several 
of !Adawiya’s audiotapes behind sliding glass doors shielding the voices of religious authorities 
and state-sanctioned artists who embodied “high” Egyptian culture. The place in which these 
cassettes arose was none other than Sawt al-Qahira. In the case of the recordings on display, a 
second Egyptian label, Good News 4 Music, reissued !Adawiya’s tapes at the turn of the 21st 
century after acquiring the rights to reproduce Sawt al-Hubb’s catalogue. Sawt al-Qahira, in 
turn, showcased the rereleased cassettes in its downtown branch. What was once an example of 
“vulgar” noise par excellence, in the opinion of many listeners, now lined the shelves of a 
company whose stakeholders strove decades earlier to elevate the taste of all Egyptians and to 
counter the very tapes it now sold. What could explain this puzzling occurrence?  
 One of the reasons behind this development was evident for all to hear around the corner 
from Sawt al-Qahira. On Shawarbi Street, a small kiosk, not unlike the ones that sold 
!Adawiya’s cassettes during the street’s heyday, supplied passersby with the latest hits of a new 
musical genre known as mahraganat (festivals) on their flash drives. Less than a decade in the 
making, mahraganat draws inspiration from the sha!bi music !Adawiya pioneered. Its artists 
sing about everyday issues and their voices emerged from urban, working-class neighborhoods 
to resound in taxis, cafes, and luxury hotels after the 2011 uprisings. As was the case with 
!Adawiya, mahraganat artists have garnered their fair share of criticism for creating “trivial” art. 
Radio stations, including the Sawt al-Qahira-supervised “Nagham FM,” have marginalized their 
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productions to protect “public taste,” while the Musicians Syndicate has refused to grant its 
performers licenses on account of their “vulgar” lyrics.113 The “tastelessness” of this new genre, 
arguably, has prompted a number of Egyptians to rethink !Adawiya’s cassettes.  
 However, as we have seen in the case of al-Diwan, which sold !Adawiya’s tape-turned-
notebook but not his actual audio recordings, this reappraisal remains fraught with complexity. 
While the mahraganat music blaring in places like Shawarbi may well have paved the way for 
one of Sawt al-Qahira’s branches to stock !Adawiya’s tapes, it did not stir the company to 
market his cassettes at a second, more visible, venue. !Adawiya was nowhere to be found in Sawt 
al-Qahira’s tent at the 2016 Cairo International Book Fair, where visitors were free to buy and 
browse thousands of its cassettes. Among the artists available in the label’s booth were the same 
state-sanctioned icons !Adawiya accompanied at a distance from the fairgrounds in its more 
central shop.114 Though certainly a part of Egypt’s history, !Adawiya’s tapes, it seems, were still 
too “vulgar” for some settings where Egyptian culture was staged and celebrated. 
 At the end of an interview in 2014 with Mufid Fawzi, an Egyptian broadcaster for Dream 
TV, !Adawiya was asked to choose a title to describe himself. Fawzi presented his guest with 
three possibilities: “Singer of the Egyptian Street” (mughani al-hara al-misriyya), “!Adawiya is 
A-OK” (!Adawiya zay al-ful), and “I am History” (ana tarikh). Without a second’s hesitation, the 
entertainer selected the final option.115 In reality, !Adawiya and countless other Egyptians 
accused of producing and performing “vulgar” art remain to be written into Egypt’s historical 
record. In offering an alternative history of Egypt’s soundscape and cultural production in the 
mid-to-late 20th century, this chapter has taken a step in this direction. If the significance of so-
called “meaningless” sounds, though, is to be truly understood, much work remains to be done. 
In the spirit of unpacking another chapter in Egypt’s history, let us now turn to three other 
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marginalized voices that offer important insights into the production and preservation of 
Egyptian culture. 
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Chapter Five 
 
Harnessing Sounds: Material Remnants,  
Cultural Heritage, and Micro-History 
 
 On the unpaved streets south of the Citadel in Cairo’s Friday Market (Suq al-Jum!a), 
audiocassette tapes collect dust as crowds of Egyptians make their weekly purchases. One of the 
recordings, cushioned by a blanket, commemorates Egypt’s second president, Gamal !Abd al-
Nasser (r. 1956-1970), promoting two of the iconic leader’s national addresses, while a second, 
tossed on the ground, pays tribute to Bakhita Khalifa Barih (d. 1966), an ordinary Coptic woman 
who was the subject of a mass on the fortieth anniversary of her passing. Across the capital, in 
another market, catering to foreigners and locals alike, “Abu Hamza” rests in the shadow of two 
major landmarks, the storied El Fishawy Café and the historic al-Husayn Mosque. Thousands of 
cassettes, carrying everything from comedy acts to sermons to popular music, surface alongside 
videotapes and compact discs (CDs) on the recording label’s wooden shelves (see Image 5.1). At 
a distance from the shop, in Zamalik, a more upscale part of the metropolis, a third cassette 
collection emerges in the back of trailer brimming with antiques, only to vanish a week later 
when the CEO of a bank allegedly bought the lot to launch an audio library (see Image 5.2). 
There are then other cassette venues of which I heard but never saw, such as a kiosk in the 
Cairene suburb of Maadi where the owner’s daughters, cab drivers alleged, sold few tapes but 
socialized with potential suitors. Whether discarded or displayed, audiotapes, in all of these 
settings, evidence a once robust cassette culture, of which only traces remain in Egypt. 
 This chapter incorporates the marginalized voices of a cassette merchant, a library 
director, and an electronics dealer to offer a micro-history of cassette technology in Egypt.1 
Taking place in Cairo in the summer of 2015, the conversations through which these voices 
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emerge provide a more intimate picture of cultural production under Husni Mubarak (r. 1981-
2011) and raise important questions with respect to the preservation of Egypt’s cultural heritage 
after his downfall. State censorship of recorded content, the use of tapes as historical records, and 
the making of commercial cassette ventures are among the topics that gain greater clarity in the 
pages to follow, which pave the way for future ethnographies of everyday technologies that are 
historically rigorous, on the one hand, and attuned to the daily lives of ordinary people, on the 
other. This interdisciplinary approach to the diverse inhabitants and material infrastructure of 
Egypt’s soundscape draws inspiration from the field of sound studies, an area of inquiry that will 
undoubtedly enrich our understanding of the Middle East but has only begun to captivate its 
historians.2 Lila Ellen Gray, Maureen Jackson, and Lise Waxer, for example, have respectively 
rendered detailed histories of Fado, Maftirim, and Salsa in the cities of Lisbon, Istanbul, and 
Cali.3 Building on these innovative studies, this chapter navigates not a type of music-making, 
 
 
Image 5.1 “Abu Hamza” Cassette Company in Islamic Cairo. Photo from author’s archive. 
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Image 5.2 Sayyid Migahid’s audiotape collection.  
Photo from author’s archive. 
 
but instead traces the social life of audiocassettes in Cairo. In the process of doing so, it similarly 
traverses multiple sites, from a music shop to a public library to an electronics outlet (see Image 
5.3), which serve as small windows onto both a wider cassette culture and Egypt’s recent past. 
 As Donald Reid has deftly demonstrated in his scholarship on museums and Cairo 
University, institutional histories need not lose sight of individuals and may yield valuable 
insights into larger historical matters.4 With both of these points in mind, each of the sections 
that comprise this chapter open with an establishment’s present-day setting, prior to diving into 
its past development. By relying on oral interviews, in addition to textual materials, such as 
personal papers, and visual sources, like photographs, this analysis spotlights places whose 
histories remain to be written and redresses “the relative absence of micro-narratives” in modern 
Middle East historiography.5 As will become clear, the conversations that form the foundation of 
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this investigation add color to a number of the issues covered throughout Sounding History, from 
the passage of cassette technology across Egypt’s borders to the circulation of audiotapes at 
home. More importantly, they enhance and complicate prevailing publications, including 
government-issued papers and articles in the state-controlled Egyptian press. In this regard, 
memories perform multiple tasks, connecting the past to the present, linking the momentous and 
the mundane, and conveying information that other actors felt did not merit documentation.  
 
 
Image 5.3 A map of Cairo with red circles above the three sites. Courtesy of Google Maps. 
 
 By drawing on the above resources, this chapter directly contributes to the study of both 
cultural production and conservation in Egypt. It elucidates how ordinary citizens participated in 
the making of Egyptian culture and unpacks the “politics of preservation” when it comes to 
audio recordings.6 Accordingly, the subject of archives surfaces throughout this discussion, 
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which looks beyond the familiar topics of missing documents, restrictive research clearances, 
and an ever-watchful security sector to the making of a multi-media library and the fate of 
informal tape collections that continue to linger in kiosks, stores, and warehouses. To begin to 
tease out these interconnected themes, our journey begins with a cassette shop in central Cairo. 
 
Audiotapes as Livelihood: The Making of a Cassette Entrepreneur 
 
 A few blocks away from Tahrir Square in downtown Cairo, Huda Sha!rawi branches off 
of Tal!at Harb, two streets respectively named after a leading female nationalist who established 
the Egyptian Feminist Union (f. 1923) and a vocal advocate for Egypt’s economic independence 
who founded Bank Misr (f. 1920). In sharp contrast to Tal!at Harb, which presents no shortage 
of commercial destinations, from the prominent Café Riche to the expansive Omar Effendi 
department store to the popular Filfila restaurant, Huda Sha!rawi attracts noticeably less foot 
traffic. At the street’s outset, a small kiosk sells snacks and soda. Further down, an antique 
shop’s contents cascade out the front entrance, where bulky box radios from decades earlier 
collect sand on the sidewalk. A few steps beyond these vintage objects, one is struck by another 
assortment of items that similarly harkens to a different era. A few rows of audiocassettes, 
housed within a glass display case, confront passersby who pause for a moment to take in their 
surroundings. Around the corner from the recordings, the entry into a residential building splits 
into two paths. One directs visitors up a flight of concrete steps, while the second descends into a 
room tucked away at the base of the staircase. It is in this latter space, no larger than a small 
storage locker, that Mahmud Shukri has been selling cassette tapes since the late 1970s.7 
 A laminated copy of a no longer valid license begins to provide some clues into 
Mahmud’s enterprise and its intimate relationship with state-appointed guardians of Egyptian 
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culture. The official red, white, and blue document carries the titles of multiple government 
entities in bold black font (see Image 5.4). The “Office for Protecting the Rights of Authors” 
occupies the paper’s upper-left corner, while the “Ministry of Culture,” the “Sector for Cultural 
Production Affairs,” and the “General Administration for Artistic Licenses” surface on the 
opposite side, one atop the other. Below these titles, the license lists some basic information, 
including its holder’s full name (Mahmud Ahmad Shukri), the exact address of their business 
(Huda Sha!rawi Street, !Abdin), the governorate in which it is located (Cairo), the activity in 
which its owner is engaged (selling cassettes) and the dates of the text’s reception (25 June 2008) 
and expiration (1 December 2008). Based on another line item on the lower right-hand side of 
the certificate, it is clear that selling cassettes legally in Egypt came at a cost. On 22 June 2008, 
Mahmud paid E£253.10 to renew his “Art Licence.” Shortly thereafter, two government 
officials, Gamal Husayn, the “General Director” (al-Mudir al-!Amm), and Fatima al- Ma!dul, the 
“Sector President” (Ra"is al-Quta!), signed the document, which ultimately acquired a passport-
sized photo of Mahmud sporting a striped button-down beneath the name of his venture (the 
“Mecca Company”) and a now-faded stamp featuring the eagle on Egypt’s flag. 
 If the front of the “Art Licence” legitimized the “Mecca Company” in the eyes of the law, 
the reverse side reminded Mahmud of what he stood to lose if the document did not exist. A 
center-aligned header directs readers to a relevant legal measure concerning intellectual property 
rights in Egypt, “Law 82,” which came into effect six years earlier, in 2002, and specifically 
addresses the commercial use of audio and audiovisual materials. To leave no room for 
misinterpretation surrounding the code’s content, the passage to follow directly quotes part of the 
statute. “All establishments that circulate works, recorded performances, audio recordings, or 
broadcast programs through sale, rent, loan, or license,” subsection 1 of clause 187 reads, will  
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Image 5.4 Mahmud Shukri’s license to sell audiocassettes. Photo from author’s archive. 
 
adhere to a basic stipulation. In order to conduct any of these activities, it states, businesses must 
possess a license from “the authorized minister” (al-wazir al-mukhtass). The cost of this 
certificate was not to surpass E£1,000, a sizeable sum that still paled in comparison to the fines 
faced by those without the paper. In the absence of a license, the clause permitted a penalty 
between E£5,000 to E£10,000 on commercial ventures. In the event that a party violated multiple 
regulations, they were responsible for paying the most sizeable sanction on record. As for repeat 
offenders, fines doubled, ranging between E£10,000 to E£20,000, amounts that likely placed a 
serious burden on smaller enterprises. In line with informing and cautioning audiocassette 
merchants, the backside of the license concludes with a section tellingly titled tanbih, an Arabic 
word that may mean either “counsel” or “warning.” There, it instructs individuals to renew their 
! ""#!
license no less than 30 days before its expiration and to make any related payments through the 
mail or at the “Sector for Cultural Production Affairs” on the grounds of the Cairo Opera House.  
 What may appear to be a rather dull document at first glance, Mahmud’s license renders 
certain aspects of Egypt’s cassette culture visible. First and foremost, the piece of paper 
evidences the direct involvement of government officials, acting as cultural guardians, in the sale 
and circulation of audiotapes. In sharp contrast to the failures of state employees to stem the tide 
of cassette piracy (see chapter 3) or to censor tapes they found to be “vulgar” (see chapter 4), 
Mahmud’s certificate captures the ability of government authorities to intervene in Egypt’s 
cassette market. More specifically, it materializes the attempts of certain state agencies and 
actors to regulate a cassette industry that continued to exist, and endure as a subject of interest, 
decades after audiotapes debuted and CDs appeared. The success enjoyed by these top-down 
efforts to shape cassette culture is difficult to pinpoint. Many cassette entrepreneurs, after all, 
continued to dodge prevailing regulations. Nevertheless, based on Mahmud’s decision to renew 
his license and the far from paltry payment he submitted to secure the updated copy, it appears 
that the Ministry of Culture and its associates wielded a degree of influence over some 
merchants, who, at the very least, wanted to avoid any significant penalties for lacking the proper 
papers. At the same time, state officials donning the cap of cultural gatekeepers were not content 
with impacting the sale of audiotapes. As internal memos from Mahmud’s archive verify, 
individuals on the government’s payroll also strove to dictate what their compatriots recorded. 
 A small stack of papers in a see-through folder from Mahmud’s files illuminate the 
trajectory some audiotapes traveled in Egypt before reaching local listeners. A five-page 
agreement between a singer and a cassette company casts light on the first step of this journey. 
On 1 August 1994, Mahmud, in his capacity as the owner of the “Mecca Company for Cassette 
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Distribution,” signed a contract with Hesham Ibrahim Muhammad Sha!ban, an Egyptian singer 
who was better known to the public as Hesham Nour. According to the arrangement, the artist 
pledged to record two cassettes with Mahmud, who, in turn, vowed to produce, promote, 
distribute, and sell the prospective tapes. In exchange for the two albums, which were to consist 
of no less than eight songs each, the “Mecca Company” agreed to pay the performer E£35,000, 
or E£17,500 per cassette.8 For the duration of the pact, which was not to exceed two years, 
Hesham swore to record with only the “Mecca Company,” granted the venture the sole rights to 
the albums set to result from their partnership, and promised not to release another cassette for at 
least six months after the debut of his second tape through Mahmud’s business. Lastly, Hesham 
assured Mahmud that he would promote the two cassettes-to-be in periodicals and on television 
and that he held no other exclusive contracts at the time. Based on the signatures at the bottom of 
each of the deal’s pages, both parties found these conditions to be acceptable and soon began to 
write, rehearse, and seek the approval of state officials for their work. 
 A series of papers accompanying the “Mecca Company” contract offer a rare glimpse 
into the inspection of cassette recordings by government employees in the mid-1990s. Each page 
corresponds with a song from “My Lover Vanished” (Habibi Ghab), one of the cassettes to 
showcase Hesham singing sentimental melodies. Based on the tape’s sleeve, which displays a 
photograph of the smiling artist striking a pose in formal attire, the album abided by the original 
agreement’s guidelines (see Image 5.5). It entered production in 1995 and contained eight tunes, 
four on each side of the magnetic reel. The “Light Sound Company,” a venture also owned by 
Mahmud, produced the tape, while the “Mecca Company for Distribution” circulated and retailed 
the finished product on Huda Sha!rawi Street. As for the songs that made it onto the cassette, the 
steps that went into creating them were less streamlined. Mahmud and Hesham traversed four 
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different studios, including the state-controlled Sawt al-Qahira, and collaborated with six 
writers, seven composers, and more than a dozen instrumentalists to fashion the final ballads, 
which, at various points along the way, came into the purview of government agents.  
 
!
Image 5.5 Hesham Nour’s “My Lover Vanished” (Habibi Ghab). Photo from author’s archive. 
 
 No less than three authorities surveyed the contents of “My Lover Vanished.” The first 
individual to come into contact with the album’s songs was Dr. Dorreya Sharaf al-Din, the 
president of the Ministry of Culture’s “Central Administration” (al-Idara al-Markaziyya). After 
reading through all of the lyrics, she signed and dated their respective forms in red ink, enabling 
the songs to begin production. Next came a state censor, Samah Muhammad, who acknowledged 
the earlier inscription and added her name in blue pen to the same sheets of paper after 
“examining” and “listening” to the recently recorded works. Finally, a third, anonymous actor, 
witnessed the censor’s actions and left their mark in green ink by her signature (see Image 5.6). 
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Image 5.6 State employees sign off on “I Got Used to You” (It!awidt !Alayki), a song performed 
by Hesham Nour and produced by Mahmud Shukri. Photo from author’s archive. 
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 Based on these records, a multi-tiered system for reviewing cassettes existed in Egypt by 
the mid-1990s. No longer the dream of officials like !Abd al-Fatah Rashid, the Director of Art 
Censorship in the late 1970s, state employees inspected the material on cassettes before and after 
companies recorded them, making it more costly, albeit not impossible, for citizens to submit 
one song for review only to release another. Overall, this procedure seems to have been rather 
efficient. According to Mahmud’s documents, the approval process for Hesham’s tape took less 
then three months. What is less evident is the system’s effectiveness. After all, many cassette 
producers simply refrained from submitting their songs for review altogether, something 
Mahmud did voluntarily. Nevertheless, Mahmud’s memos and license clearly indicate that at 
least a percentage of cassette artists and enterprises operated within the legal parameters set by 
state officials when it came to the production, circulation, and sale of tape recordings in Egypt. 
 If the records in Mahmud’s possession cast light on the relationship between state 
officials and a sphere of cultural production they strove to control in the 1990s, conversations 
with the businessman paint the history of Egypt’s cassette tape culture with a broader brush, 
offering details that were of little interest to government employees.9 Born on 17 September 
1959 in Minufiyya, Mahmud traveled to Cairo a year later with his father, who moved to the 
capital in search of work. After attending primary and preparatory school, Mahmud chose to 
study commerce. He enrolled in a one-year program and completed his courses in 1979, at which 
point he served in the armed forces for 1.5 years in Shubra, a district of Cairo he already knew 
quite well. During his studies, Mahmud worked on a part-time basis as a representative for a 
local cassette company. Once or twice a week, he strolled around Shubra, downtown Cairo, and 
other surrounding areas with a Samonsite suitcase full of cassette tapes. His assignment was 
simple: to distribute cassettes from the Shubra-based enterprise to vendors throughout northern 
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Cairo. The job, it seems, was an enjoyable one. Mahmud pursued the position because he liked 
listening to cassettes, a hobby that may be traced back to the first tape he ever heard, a recording 
of Farid al-Atrash that he received as a gift from his cousin, and the cassette player his father 
brought home from Libya in the 1960s when he was working abroad. By the time Mahmud took 
up his post with the cassette company in the late 1970s, cassettes continued to gain ground in 
Egypt. During these years, he recalls, “cassette tapes were in every store and everyone was 
seduced by cassettes.” 
 Likely stemming from his interest in audiotapes and the promise of financial gain offered 
by the technology’s popularity, Mahmud soon left his part-time position in Shubra and launched 
his own cassette distribution company the same year he finished his studies. He named the new 
enterprise the “Sharif Company” (Sharikat Sharif), a title he later changed to the “Mecca 
Company” (Sharikat Mecca) in 1993, and set up shop on Huda Sha!rawi, the location of his 
present-day store. In 1990, Mahmud expanded his commercial activities from distribution to 
production and founded a second entity, the “Light Sound Company” (Sharikat Light Sound), on 
Bustan Street, one block south of Huda Sha!rawi. Among the first performers he signed was 
Hesham Nour, a singer specializing in “romantic” numbers who previously worked with Ziyad 
al-Tawil, the son of the Egyptian composer Kamil al-Tawil. Mahmud began to produce and 
distribute Hesham’s songs when Ziyad traveled abroad to America to continue his music studies. 
 To ensure that his inventory reached the widest possible audience in Cairo, Mahmud 
employed forty workers to circulate his tapes across the capital. Each employee, he recounts, 
covered a particular district they knew well, as was the case with Mahmud when he was a 
student. Advertisements were part and parcel of this acoustic map. Mahmud placed posters 
promoting albums in stores, by bridges, and on the doors of schools and universities. Likewise, 
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he printed advertisements in newspapers and purchased airtime on television broadcasts. In 
addition to overseeing the marketing, distribution, and sale of cassettes, Mahmud also attended 
recording sessions in multiple studios. In the 1990s, he recalls, studio rental fees varied from 
E£100 to E£140 per hour based on the quality of the equipment available. Lastly, Mahmud 
ensured that his businesses and musical works abided by prevailing regulations, lest inspectors 
from the Ministry of Culture or the Ministry of the Interior endanger his earnings. To this end, he 
diligently updated his “Art Licence,” initially paying upwards of E£1,000 per year for the 
certificate, the cost of which eventually fell to around E£250 in the 2000s.  
 At the turn of the 21st century, Mahmud’s commercial pursuits began to narrow. 
Audiotapes, for the first time in decades, faced competition from a newer technology, compact 
discs. Contrary to popular belief, CDs by no means supplanted cassettes in Egypt. The 
affordability of tapes contributed to the medium’s longevity. CDs were far more expensive than 
cassettes. Unlike the latter, which rarely exceeded E£12, CDs sold early on for around E£60. 
This hefty charge, Mahmud claims, eventually decreased but never fell to the price of tapes. If 
CDs managed to capture only a part of the cassette market, another mechanism, a few years later, 
conquered more ground. Flash drives, starting in the early 2000s, enabled listeners to (illegally) 
retrieve a wealth of recorded material available online, from popular songs to religious sermons.  
 Despite these technological breakthroughs, Mahmud still surrounds himself with 
cassettes. He shut down “Light Sound” in 2000, but continues to manage the “Mecca Company.” 
In his small shop on Huda Sha!rawi, the material remnants of a more panoramic cassette culture 
endure. Tapes displaying everyone from Layla Murad to !Amr Diab to the Spice Girls brighten 
and burden wooden shelves, while cassettes that are absent frequently manifest with a single 
phone call. Like Mahmud, many of his friends have stacks of tapes they never sold. These 
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recordings lay dormant in warehouses (makhazin), which function as “informal archives” for a 
nation’s acoustic past. In this sense, these private settings, along with Mahmud’s shop, share 
something in common with another institution, whose director, for the past several years, has 
harnessed audiotapes not to make a living but to preserve Egypt’s cultural heritage. It is to the 
Music Library (al-Maktaba al-Musiqiyya), in the middle of the Nile, that we now turn.  
 
Audiotapes as Archive: Listening to Cultural Heritage 
 
 In the shadow of Sa!d Zaghlul’s statue, a towering monument depicting the iconic 
nationalist saluting towards the Qasr al-Nil Bridge connecting Zamalik to downtown Cairo, the 
Music Library rests at the eastern entrance of the Opera House complex. Part and parcel of the 
National Cultural Center (al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-Qawmi), an umbrella organization belonging 
to the Ministry of Culture that oversees all on-site activities, the library is but one of many 
buildings located within the gated grounds, which contain nearly a dozen different structures for 
creating, preserving, staging, and debating cultural productions (see Image 5.7). A publication 
from one of these entities, the Cultural Development Fund (Sunduq al-Tanmiya al-Thaqafiyya), 
is one of the few documents to introduce the Music Library’s mission and materials.  
 According to a short, one-page entry, the establishment’s purpose is two-fold. On the one 
hand, it assembles and archives “musical heritage” (al-turath al-musiqi). On the other hand, it 
provides “integral cultural services” (al-khidamat al-thaqafiyya mutakamila). In the spirit of 
realizing both of these objectives, the library welcomes researchers as well as members of the 
general public to make use of its audio, visual, and textual resources. At the time of the passage’s 
printing in 1997, these holdings consisted of 4,483 audiotapes, 1,020 records, 1,008 
videocassettes, and 310 compact discs, in addition to 3,580 musical scores, 2,197 Arabic books, 
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2,015 foreign language texts, and 246 Arab and English reference items.10 Whether originating 
from the old Opera House (f. 1869), the Cairo Symphony Orchestra Library (f. 1959), or the new 
Opera House (f. 1988), all of these historical sources eventually joined the Music Library 
following its opening at the hands of first lady Suzanne Mubarak on 24 December 1994.  
  
!
Image 5.7 A satellite view (2017) of the Cairo Opera House complex, with numbers indicating  
the Music Library (1), Palace of Arts (2), Plastic Arts Syndicate (3), Museum of Modern  
Egyptian Art (4), Al-Bab Gallery (5), Cairo Opera House (6), Cultural Development  
Fund (7), Hadara Hall (8), Al-Hanager Arts Center (9), Artistic Creativity Center (10), 
and Supreme Council of Culture (11). Photo courtesy of Google Maps. 
 
 The inauguration of the Music Library in the mid-1990s marks one of several milestones 
in a broader campaign undertaken by the Ministry of Culture and Husni Mubarak’s 
administration to establish libraries in Cairo, in particular, and across Egypt, more generally. 
Within a few weeks of the Music Library’s premier, Suzanne Mubarak attended a similar event a 
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few miles away on Muhammad Mazhar Street. This time appearing at the former palace of 
Princess Samiha Kamil, the eldest daughter of Sultan Hussayn (r. 1914-1917), she celebrated the 
mansion’s conversion into the Greater Cairo Library on 24 January 1995. Less than two months 
later, the Mubarak Public Library, named after the president (only to be renamed the Egypt 
Public Library following his ousting), opened its doors down the Nile in Giza on 21 March 1995. 
Once the private residence of !Abd al-Hakim !Amr, a founder of the Free Officers who held 
several political posts under Nasser, the library, like its predecessors, boasted not only books but 
also audio materials, including cassettes. Rounding out these new institutions in Cairo, the Tal!at 
Harb Library later debuted in the popular quarter of Sayyida Zaynab on 25 November 1995.  
 There was then the “Village Libraries” (Maktabat al-Qura) initiative, a state-engineered 
program overseen by Suzanne Mubarak to enlighten “poor villages” from the Nile Delta to 
Upper Egypt. At the end of a competition held by the Cultural Development Fund, select 
engineers and architects worked together to construct libraries at a distance from Cairo in 
Buheira in the north and in al-Minya in the south in September of 1994, and later in Aswan in 
March of 1996. Whether in Cairo or outside of it, the ceremonies celebrating the beginnings of 
many of these libraries did not simply announce the starts of new enterprises. They provided 
public figures with a platform to demonstrate their investment in education and Egyptian culture. 
 A handful of color photographs preserved in a paper folder within the Music Library shed 
light on the venture’s grand opening. Starting outside, a sharply dressed Suzanne Mubarak cuts a 
blue and white ribbon in one of the shots. To make this task as easy possible, a stocky man in a 
suit, perhaps one of her bodyguards, stretches out the strip of paper before the first lady as she 
snips it in the presence of a small crowd. Among those in attendance are Faruq Husni, Egypt’s 
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Minister of Culture (r. 1987-2011), and Nasser al-Ansary, the Director of the Opera House (r. 
1991-1997), two officials who never appear to be too far away from the occasion’s action.  
 In another photo, Mubarak, now indoors, looks over a miniature violin in the company of 
the same men (see Image 5.8). The instrument likely originated from a nearby ensemble led by a 
third man in a tuxedo and comprised entirely of children in matching attire. Based on the group’s 
presence, it appears that the young artists performed for the Music Library’s guests of honor. In 
still other pictures, the first lady holds the faces of a young boy and girl belonging to the group 
and playfully points at the children with the Minister of Culture as the Opera House Director 
smiles (see Image 5.9). Overall, the photo shoot lends the impression that political authorities 
care about the arts, education, and the Music Library, a sentiment that was again on display a few 
weeks later. On 17 January 1995, Husni and al-Ansary escorted !Atif Sidqi, Egypt’s Prime 
Minister (r. 1986-1996), around the premises. Notably, one individual who does not appear in 
any of these pictures is the Music Library’s Director, !Abbas Muhammad Salama, who remained 
on-site long after photographers departed and public figures like Mubarak and Sidqi disappeared. 
 As was the case with Mahmud Shukri’s paperwork, which conveys only part of the 
cassette entrepreneur’s story, state publications and official photo-ops reveal only a fraction of 
the Music Library’s development. Conversations with !Abbas, who has overseen the institution 
since its inception, yield additional insights into the enterprise’s past and present.11 Before 
embarking on a career at the Music Library, !Abbas received a bachelor’s degree in library and 
archive studies in 1987. Shortly after graduating, he made his way to Ruz al-Yusuf, a state-
controlled magazine based in Cairo. At the popular periodical, he aspired to create a “modern” 
record keeping system, but soon ended up serving a rotation at the al-Ahram Foundation 
(Mu"assasat al-Ahram), which he shortly left in search of work more in line with his training.  
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Image 5.8 Suzanne Mubarak inspects a child’s violin. Photo courtesy of the Music Library.  
 
 
Image 5.9 Suzanne Mubarak and Faruq Husni point at the children’s  
ensemble. Photo courtesy of the Music Library. 
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Some time later, !Abbas found a position in the bibliography department at the Egyptian 
National Library (Dar al-Kutb). There, he catalogued a significant number of texts over the 
course of a year until Dr. Ratiba al-Hefny, the first Director of the new Opera House (r. 1988-
1990), offered to employ him. Two to three months later, Tariq al-Hassan succeeded al-Hefny as 
Director (r. 1990-1991) and instructed the newly hired !Abbas to re-envision the Opera House’s 
library. 
 Before al-Hassan’s arrival, the library was limited to a single room developed by Dr. 
Hussayn Fawzi, a prominent scholar of music, history, and geography. Five employees managed 
its collections, which consisted solely of books. At al-Hassan’s command, the library migrated to 
a larger room within the main opera building. As the library’s holdings continued to gradually 
expand, thanks in large part to !Abbas, al-Hassan suggested that the venture move yet again to a 
more spacious environment. Ultimately, this recommendation came to fruition under al-Hassan’s 
successor, Nasser al-Ansary, who personally worked with !Abbas to identify the Music Library’s 
present-day setting in 1993. By the end of the following year, in December 1994, al-Ansary 
celebrated the repository’s new home alongside Suzanne Mubarak and Faruq Husni. 
 The Music Library enjoys the distinction of being the first “multi-media” library in 
Egypt. But how did everything from audiotapes to videocassettes to records end up on its 
shelves? According to !Abbas, the earliest audiocassettes came from a series of boxes. Around 
the time of the library’s first move within the Opera House, !Abbas made a startling discovery. 
He found 500 cassettes in a single storeroom. The tapes lacked any information concerning their 
contents and had been deposited by sound engineers who documented Opera House occasions 
but cared little about the recordings after they created them. To make the tapes more accessible, 
!Abbas began to listen to the neglected reels, one-by-one. He then recorded the actors involved 
! "+$!
on the cassettes’ cases in pen and compiled the dates and locations of the events in a spreadsheet 
(see Image 5.10). The library’s first videotapes, meanwhile, surfaced in a similarly surprising 
manner. Early in his career, !Abbas ran into the director of a second storage area in the opera 
complex. The employee informed him that a government inspector was coming to perform a 
routine check and that he needed to send off 400 videotapes, lest the official question why the 
items remained in his care. !Abbas replied that the recordings, which documented Opera House 
events, belonged in the library, much to the wonder of the worker who thought that the library 
contained only books. As for the initial records, discs arrived from multiple locations. Several 
came from the estate of Dr. Fawzi, while others emerged from the private collections of fellow 
Egyptians. Ultimately, all of these items, along with written works, formed the Music Library’s 
foundation, while their paths collectively elucidate the making of a multi-media archive. 
 
 
Image 5.10 Music Library cassettes with handwritten labels. Photo from author’s archive. 
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 Within the Music Library, visual, textual, and audio sources surface in different rooms. In 
terms of the audiocassette collection, several metal cases with sliding glass doors contain 
thousands of tapes, which at one time occupied wooden shelves in the same space (see Image 
5.11). The recordings fall under several categories. A digital index compiled by !Abbas reveals 
13 different classifications with further subdivisions. These groupings range widely from 
“religious works,” “ballet and modern dance,” and “folk art, acrobats, and circus” to “cultural 
activities,” “recitals,” and “chamber music.” Listeners, accordingly, could encounter an 
academic discussion of Muhammad !Abd al-Wahhab’s contributions to Arabic music, an 
evening gathering honoring prominent poets writing in colloquial Arabic, or any number of 
concerts showcasing professional ensembles on the library’s cassettes. One common thread 
uniting these seemingly disparate acoustic events is the place in which they unfolded. Nearly all 
of the affairs on the tapes occurred at the Cairo Opera House complex, where sound engineers 
recorded them and !Abbas archived the resulting productions. The few cassettes that did not 
originate at the Opera House came from recording labels, such as Sawt al-Qahira, and carried 
singers like Umm Kulthum, Faiza Ahmad, and a handful of other artists whose repertoires nicely 
complemented the audio library’s “high” cultural content. Together, these tapes contributed to 
the Opera House’s broader aims.   
 As a pamphlet published by the Cairo Opera Press explains, the Music Library advances 
the Opera House’s efforts in “enriching cultural life and anchoring the value of knowledge and 
the spirit of enlightenment to build the creative Egyptian subject (al-insan al-misri al-mubdi!).”12 
To these ends, the Music Library offers visitors access to what administrators working for the 
National Cultural Center deem to be materials worthy of preservation and public consumption. 
Thus, the cultural heritage presented at the Music Library is by no means comprehensive. 
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Indeed, the cassettes on display elevate certain sounds and exclude others. In this regard, the 
remarks of !Abbas on cassettes, vulgarity, and the study of Egyptian culture are noteworthy. 
 
 
Image 5.11 A row of audiotapes in the Music  
Library. Photo from author’s archive. 
 
 One of the questions I posed to the Music Library Director concerned the impact of 
cassettes on Egyptian music. In response, he claimed that some entities, such as Sawt al-Hubb, 
Sawt al-Fann, and Sawt al-Qahira, three major recording labels in Egypt, released tapes carrying 
“high culture,” while other actors harnessed the technology to spread “low culture.” Cassettes, 
!Abbas elaborated, empowered everyone from elite musicians to garbage collectors to create and 
circulate cultural works that shared little common with one another except for the platform on 
which they appeared. From the librarian’s point of view, the immense usability of audiotapes 
posed certain problems. He claimed that illiterate microbus drivers from the countryside, for 
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instance, played “vulgar songs” (aghani habta) with “meaningless” lyrics, which he and other 
passengers were then forced to hear during their daily commutes. Such tapes significantly 
diverged from other cassettes broadcasting Umm Kulthum and Muhammad !Abd al-Wahhab, 
two emblems of high Egyptian culture that crafted what !Abbas considered to be “refined” 
melodies.  
 To be certain, !Abbas did not believe that only particular kinds of performers deserved to 
be studied. On the one hand, he admitted that popular (sha!bi) singers like Ahmad !Adawiya and 
Sha!ban !Abd al-Rahim, who cultural critics repeatedly slammed for being “vulgar” and whose 
music traveled widely on cassettes, were an undeniable part of Egypt’s cultural history. On the 
other hand, he argued that these figures should be examined in specific contexts, such as the 
“weakening of public taste” or the rise of “vulgar music.” As for the lack of books on !Adawiya 
and !Abd al-Rahim, !Abbas pointed to an imbalance in sources. The legacies of artists like Umm 
Kulthum and !Abd al-Wahhab were more accessible to writers than those of entertainers like 
!Adawiya and !Abd al-Rahim. This fact, perhaps, is no more apparent than in the Music Library.  
 Of course, the Music Library’s holdings, in large part, are shaped by its close relationship 
with the Opera House, for which it serves as a major repository. Nevertheless, the library has 
arguably made few attempts to expand the horizons of its cassette collection. Such endeavors 
would require financial support and additional personnel that the entity simply does not enjoy. 
As of July 2015, only one other employee assisted !Abbas at the Music Library. Even from the 
establishment’s start, !Abbas exclaimed, the little support it received amounted to E£8,000 from 
the late Dr. Fawzi’s estate, a selection of CDs from various embassies, and some recording 
equipment from the Opera House. Thus, cassette recordings carrying ballet recitals and opera 
performances that relatively few Egyptians witnessed and likely even fewer will return to hear 
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are easily available to researchers, while audiotapes containing sounds that far more citizens 
consumed continue to collect dust in kiosks and shops, warehouses and homes, across Egypt. 
 As Mark Katz has convincingly argued in a panoramic history of recording technology, 
records, cassettes, CDs, and MP3 files do not merely preserve art; they transform it.13 In the case 
of Cairo’s Music Library, audiotapes, much like books, musical scores, and other published 
works, function as historical records. They materialize past acoustic events and make fleeting 
moments available to listeners years, and even decades, after they transpired. In so doing, the 
recordings reveal a different dimension of Egypt’s cassette tape culture and call attention to the 
politics of preserving cultural heritage. In the interest of further unpacking the social life of 
cassettes and their users, as well as the idea of inclusion and exclusion in relation to the historical 
study of Egyptian culture and the nation’s soundscape, it is useful to step outside of the Music 
Library and to travel across town to a third cassette venture that has since ceased to exist. 
 
Audiotapes as Enterprise Past: The History of a Label No Longer 
 
 If one were to board the metro outside of the Opera House, and ride five stops, first to the 
east and then to the north, they would reach Massara, the first of multiple subway stations in the 
working-class district of Shubra, Mahmud Shukri’s old stomping grounds. A few blocks south of 
the underground’s entrance on Shubra Street, a major thoroughfare, a second avenue by the name 
of Ahmad Badawi appears. Home to a series of cafes, pharmacies, and restaurants, and in the 
vicinity of mosques as well as churches, the road runs past a small electronics outlet. Rather 
unremarkable from the outside, the one-room store contains thousands of audiocassettes. Stacked 
in colorful columns from the floor to the ceiling, the recordings engulf an entire wall, which, 
with the exception of a few miscellaneous items, appears to be comprised entirely of cassettes 
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(see Image 5.12). But how did so many tapes spanning so many voices, genres, and recording 
labels, and likely even surpassing the Music Library’s cassette collection in terms of sheer 
numbers, end up in a shop now known for television sets, remote controls, and electrical cable? 
  
 
Image 5.12 A wall of cassettes in Mansur’s  
electronics shop. Photo from author’s archive. 
 
 Mansur !Abd al-!Al, the venue’s proprietor, first developed an interest in cassette tapes 
not in Egypt but across the Red Sea in Saudi Arabia.14 Like many Egyptian citizens, Mansur 
traveled abroad to the Gulf during Sadat’s rule in an effort to improve his financial standing. In 
Riyadh, he worked in aluminum production. On the factory floor, he met employees from as far 
away as India and communicated with his fellow economic migrants in English in the event that 
Arabic was not a common language. Outside of work, Mansur came across cassette stores that 
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crept up in the Kingdom’s capital. At the time, in the late 1970s, the audiotapes he encountered 
reportedly sold for a single Saudi riyal, or approximately 16 Egyptian piastres, a fee that 
undercut the cost of cassettes back in Egypt by no small amount. Some time after visiting 
Riyadh’s cassette vendors, Mansur decided to change career paths. He packed up his belongings, 
purchased a 1,000 audiotapes, and traveled back to Egypt. Upon returning home, Mansur 
explained to an astonished customs agent that he aspired to open a cassette store after working in 
Saudi Arabia for the past few years. The officer, he recalls, was a respectable man who 
understood Mansur’s ambitions and assessed a reasonable fee on the recordings, which filled two 
whole shipping cartons and featured the music of Michael Jackson, Abba, Boney M. and Dolly 
Dots, not to mention a well-known Bollywood singer. In Shubra, Mansur began to sell the 
cassettes he acquired abroad and gradually learnt what sounds local listeners desired. This 
increasing awareness led the retailer to expand his commercial activities from cassette 
distribution to production, much like Mahmud in downtown Cairo, and, in the mid-1980s, the 
emboldened merchant launched the “Egyptphone Company” (Sharikat Egyptphone) in his 
present-day shop. 
 Unlike other cassette labels, which employed numerous workers to scout artists, circulate 
tapes, handle customers, and keep track of finances, Egyptphone was very much a one-man 
operation. Mansur fulfilled the roles of multiple employees he could not afford to hire and rather 
than working with prominent singers who demanded large sums of money, he set his sights on 
smaller musical troupes that performed at weddings, birthday parties, and other celebrations.  To 
produce what he called “simple things” (hagat basita) and “oriental music,” Mansur rented 
studio space, with a standard recording session involving five-to-six instrumentalists and lasting 
between three-to-five hours. To keep his overhead as low as possible, he relied upon word of 
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mouth when it came to marketing his productions. In this regard, the trajectory of one of 
Mansur’s earlier cassettes, “Abbas & Hindia” (!Abbas wa Hindiyya), is particularly emblematic.  
 After manufacturing a 1,000 copies of the recording, which Mansur described as “oriental 
dance,” the producer deliberated how to best distribute the latest addition to his inventory. 
Television commercials were out of the question. A single minute of airtime, Mansur claims, ran 
as much as E£8,000. A more cost-effective means of promotion was to let the tapes “market 
themselves” on public transport. With a couple hundred cassettes in hand, Mansur went to bus 
stations across Cairo that serviced commuters going to the provinces. He passed out several 
tapes, free of charge, and “Abbas & Hindia” soon began to resonate on buses. Passengers 
apparently enjoyed the recording and purchased copies of the tape from Mansur for around 
E£1.50 before embarking on their journeys. The album seems to have sold relatively well, since 
Mansur went on to produce a third volume starring the same duo (see Image 5.13). The Director 
of the Music Library, no doubt, would have disdained this form of advertising and the kinds of 
tapes it popularized, but in the case of Mansur’s label it was a necessity. As the business owner 
recounts, the cost of the Ministry of Culture’s “Art License” alone, which had yet to fall from 
E£1,000, was a considerable expense for Egyptphone. This fee, in fact, was so great for Mansur 
that he allegedly penned a complaint to Egypt’s president that failed to elicit a response. 
 In many ways, the history of Egyptphone endures only in the memories of its founder. 
The cassette label eventually closed and failed to produce any renowned artists. The voices it did 
manage to elevate, if only momentarily, left behind little in the way of a paper trial and many of 
Mansur’s recordings are no longer accessible.15 For all of these reasons, a number of Egyptians 
with whom I spoke about cassette culture instructed me to focus on “prestigious” companies, 
such as Sawt al-Qahira, as opposed to “amateur” enterprises, like Mansur’s venture. This general 
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sentiment applied not only to the study of recording labels but also to the study of artists. Upon 
hearing my interest in popular (sha!bi) performers, like Ahmad !Adawiya, and subversive 
singers, like Shaykh Imam, a professor of media studies at Cairo University recommended that I 
instead follow in the footsteps of other researchers, who began with Sayyid Darwish, a pioneer 
of “modern” Egyptian music, before moving onto Umm Kulthum and Muhammad !Abd al-
Wahhab. In both of these instances, certain places and people merit careful analysis, while other 
settings and individuals are unworthy of exploration. Insofar as Egypt’s cassette culture is 
concerned, this belief is by no means new. Indeed, one need only consider the odd occasion 
when Mansur and Egyptphone graced the pages of the Egyptian press nearly thirty years ago. 
 
 
Image 5.13 An Egyptphone Tape. Source: Discogs.  
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 On 30 March 1988, Akhir Sa!a published an investigative report that strove to uncover 
what the popular magazine deemed to be a “dangerous phenomenon.” In the interest of rescuing 
“Egyptian taste from destruction at the hands of cheap art traders who strive for nothing except 
exorbitant wealth at the cost of Egyptian society’s morals and values,” the periodical assigned 
one of its reporters to dive deep into the world of “vulgar tapes” (al-shara"it al-habita) to assess 
how the “acoustic toxins” (al-sumum al-sawtiyya) carried on such cassettes reached listeners.16 
In order to solve this mystery, the writer speaks with several different actors, including an 
unskilled laborer who became a cassette singer, a custom’s employee turned cassette composer, 
and various state officials in charge of policing cassette content. Among the individuals 
interviewed by the journalist is a former “scrap metal” worker who turns out to be none other 
than Mansur.  
 At the start, the Akhir Sa!a article frames Mansur as a cassette company owner and 
producer who defends the “vulgar cassette songs” he created and distributed to his compatriots. 
Mansur begins by saying that there is a market in Egypt for his “light” tunes, a number of which 
targeted specific members of the working-class, such as “bus drivers” and “microbus drivers,” 
and which he refuses to recognize as “vulgar.” One of the melodies he produced, for example, 
was intended for construction workers. “Give it a bit of a weld,” the number went, “the love 
market has a hole in it.”17 After permitting Mansur to briefly mention these numbers, which 
clearly evidence the “problem” Akhir Sa!a sought to solve, the journalist asked him to discuss his 
“beginning” with cassettes. What may appear to be an innocent question, at first glance, was 
arguably posed to highlight the cultural producer’s lack of training in cultural production.  
 In response, Mansur explained that earlier in life he aspired to strike it rich and traveled 
to Saudi Arabia, where he worked in “scrap metal” production. Following a three-year stint 
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abroad, he returned to Egypt and opened a store for electrical appliances. The business, however, 
was not successful, leading him to turn to cassette tapes in light of their great popularity. This 
transition, Mansur insists, was commonplace in Egypt. After a period of selling tapes, Mansur 
launched a cassette production company. Notably, the name of this venture surfaces nowhere in 
the article, lest the state-controlled Akhir Sa!a inadvertently advertise the very cassette labels its 
writers and editors aimed to eradicate. Gradually, Mansur proceeds to explain, he observed the 
“inclinations” of some Egyptians and went onto produce several recordings. At the time of the 
article’s publication, he was in the middle of manufacturing three cassette tapes. Once 
acknowledging these current endeavors, Mansur, reportedly, made an important confession. 
 According to the Akhir Sa!a journalist, Mansur admitted that he was dissatisfied with the 
cassette recordings his label released. “I am not content with all of the cassettes I have 
introduced,” he allegedly declared, “but I am compelled to produce them because I consider the 
materials returns that will come from this production.” Elaborating on this claim, Mansur 
apparently avowed that “all of the voices” on his tapes were “the farthest thing possible from 
singing.” In fact, many the artists with whom he worked, Mansur is cited as saying, could neither 
read nor write. In order to perform, they memorized lyrics in advance of recording them. With 
the cassette producer’s apparent “guilt” now established, Mansur’s brief appearance in print 
concluded with one final disclosure. The cassette entrepreneur, we are told, attempted to create 
“refined art” and desired to record a song along the lines of Farid al-Atrash’s “Night Stars” 
(Nujum al-Layl), a respected ballad, but the demand for such productions, Mansur maintained, 
did not exist. Notably, Mansur was not the only one to be interviewed who expressed doubts 
with regards to their cassettes. Sha!ban !Abd al-Rahim, a singer hailing from a long line of 
ironers in Shubra, stated that he wanted to present “purposeful songs” but was “forced” to 
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perform what his label demanded. The cassette celebrity, in short, was a “victim” of a newspaper 
salesman turned tape producer who exploited his “ignorance” made him sing “vulgar words.”18 
Whether Mansur or Sha!ban made any of these “confessions,” or simply said what the Akhir 
Sa!a writer wanted to hear, is open to interpretation. What is less ambiguous is the article’s 
agenda. 
 
 
Image 5.14 A couple passes by a cassette label called “Vulgarphone” (Habitphone). Source: 
!Abd al-Karim, !Ala". “‘Akhir Sa!a Taftah Malaf Qadiyya Fanniyya Khatira: Mafia al-Kasitat  
al-Mamnu!a wa al-Shara"it al-Habita!” Akhir Sa!a, no. 2788 (30 March 1988): 25. 
 
 A colorful sketch accompanying the Akhir Sa!a report on “suspect” cassettes cleverly 
captures a number of the piece’s themes. In the illustration, a well-dressed couple passes by a 
small cassette shop carved out of a brick wall (see Image 5.14). The store’s name, 
“Vulgarphone” (Habitphone), surfaces atop its entrance for all to see in bold red letters. Out 
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front, a man with a sizeable mustache, who appears to be the owner, smirks and smokes shisha. 
Sitting barely above the sidewalk, he dons a scarf, sandals, and traditional white turban. Despite 
the looseness of his robe, he seems to be as wide as he is tall. The pedestrians, meanwhile, look 
nothing like the merchant. The woman stands alongside her male companion in black heels, a 
knee-high red dress, and a stylish hat. A fashionable black necklace and matching handbag 
complete her ensemble. Not to be out-dressed, her partner sports a pair of shiny dress shoes, a 
tie, and a two-piece navy suit. A cigarette rests between his lips. In sharp contrast to the smiling 
vendor, the couple expresses no signs of contentment. The man raises his chin high in the air, 
refusing to even make eye contact with the retailer, while the woman stares sorrowfully at the 
salesman.19 The image, needless to say, is rife with dichotomies. The cassette dealer is working 
class, more rural than urban, and fills his bulging belly by making and selling “vulgar” art, which 
he proudly advertises as such. The duo, conversely, is urban, upper class, and “refined.”  
 Based on the article joining the drawing, we are led to believe that Mansur more closely 
resembles the cassette merchant responsible for “polluting” public taste in Egypt than the 
“cultured” onlookers who “correctly” lament or “rightly” ignore what the writer deems to be 
“vulgar” tapes and those behind them. Rather than trying to discover the origins of a “dangerous 
phenomenon” or the inner mechanics of a “cassette mafia,” this discussion has explored the 
history of Egyptphone on its own terms. In the absence of hardly any extant sources, Mansur’s 
recollections shed light on the company’s past and another side of Egypt’s broader cassette 
culture, traces of which persist in his small shop. Tapes that once circulated near and far now sit 
silently on the electronic store’s shelves. The individuals elevated by many of these albums, from 
!Amr Diab to Hassan al-Asmar, remain household names, even though their cassettes no longer 
play.20 What is the fate of this forgotten collection? According to the one-time cassette producer, 
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the holdings have piqued the attention of few local parties. Cairo University and the American 
University in Cairo (AUC) are committed to archiving Egyptian culture, Mansur contended, but 
not the kind of cultural productions popularized by his cassettes. “High culture” alone, Mansur 
clarified, was what concerned both centers of learning. Whether this alleged lack of interest will 
change awaits to be seen. For the time being, however, the outlet’s recordings, which form an 
“alternative archive” to the Music Library’s audiotapes, continue to function as wallpaper. 
 
Conclusion: Imagining Cassettes Anew 
 
 On “Everyday Egypt,” a popular Instagram page dedicated to displaying scenes of daily 
life in cities and in villages across the country, a black-and-white snapshot suggests that cassette 
tapes continued to circulate, at a distance from Cairo, long after the dawn of compact discs and 
flash drives. In the picture, which was captured in August 2014 and uploaded online two months 
later, a beaming young man sits in what appears to be a small kiosk (see Image 5.15). Behind 
him, row upon row of audiotapes line the narrow store’s walls, from which two fluorescent bulbs 
leap forward, perhaps to light the crammed shelves for nighttime shoppers. According to the 
photographer, the subject in the image’s foreground is a “regular customer” at “the only audio 
cassette tapes shop” in Dishna, a Nile-side city known for its sugar cane in the Upper Egyptian 
province of Qina. Beyond the little information provided in this one-line caption, nothing else is 
known about the patron, the business, or its proprietor. Likewise, the content on the vast array of 
audio recordings remains a complete mystery, while any audible clues exceed the camera’s 
technical capabilities. What stories may this anonymous consumer tell? What insights may be 
gleaned from the historical trajectory of this intriguing commercial venture? How may the blurry 
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tapes, stacked in the background, contribute to our understanding of Dishna’s soundscape, 
Egypt’s broader cassette culture, and the production and preservation of Egyptian culture? 
 
 
Image 5.15 A cassette tape shop in Dishna, Qina.  
Photo courtesy of Maged Abou el-Dahab. 
 
 Material remnants of a once robust cassette tape culture endure in contemporary Egypt, in 
shadows and in broad daylight, in remote warehouses and central libraries, on storeroom shelves 
and the streets of weekend markets. Throughout this chapter, we have navigated some of these 
spaces, but a number of other settings remain unexplored. Among these places are institutions, 
such as al-Azhar’s “Council on Islamic Research” (Majma! al-Buhuth al-Islamiyya), which was 
responsible for reviewing all Islamic recordings intended for commercial consumption in Egypt. 
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In accordance with Egyptian law, one anthropologist explains, the Council assessed whether 
Islamic cassettes adhered to “a set of orthodox and state-censorship standards.”21 The exact 
nature of these guidelines, however, is unclear, as is the definition of “orthodox Islam” and those 
who determined it. There is then the “Library of Sacred Music” at St. Andrews Church in 
downtown Cairo. According to a guidebook from 1975, the repository contained an unparalleled 
and “rapidly” expanding assortment of records and cassettes, which were available to rent for “a 
small weekly fee.”22 The site’s mention in a book directed at tourists leads one to ponder who 
made use of these tapes, while the very existence of the recordings, at least at one point, prompts 
one to consider how cassettes may have shaped religiosity, more generally, in Egypt. In addition 
to establishments, private citizens also present cassette collections that merit attention. One such 
individual is Esmat el-Nemr, a close friend of Shaykh Imam and the founder of Misrfone, an 
online radio station committed to imbuing Egypt’s musical heritage with new life.23 On and 
outside of Misrfone, el-Nemr has posted countless songs from records and cassettes online, 
including on his Facebook page, which serves as an informal archive for Egypt’s cultural past. 
 Oral interviews, undoubtedly, will prove central to future interdisciplinary inquiries into 
the histories of mass media and their interlocutors in modern Egypt. “Memory,” Doreen Lee 
observes in her ethnography of student activists in Indonesia, “is productive. It produces 
archives, spatial practices, bodies of writing, ways of talking and remembrance.”24 In the case of 
Egypt’s cassette culture, personal recollections also supplement and challenge prevailing 
publications that had little use for them. Based on a limited set of documents, Mahmud Shukri, it 
appears, was nothing more than a cassette entrepreneur to be watched, while !Abbas Muhammad 
Salama managed the Music Library’s materials and Mansur !Abd al-!Al produced tapes that 
“polluted” public taste. Detailed conversations with all three of these figures radically enrich 
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these one-dimensional narratives and enable the writing of micro-histories in the absence of 
extensive documentation. The resulting accounts elucidate the production of Egyptian culture 
from the bottom-up and call into question the politics of its top-down preservation. Although 
!Abbas, alone, oversees a “formal” audio library, the cassettes currently collecting dust in the 
care of Mahmud, Mansur, and countless other Egyptians similarly constitute audio archives, 
whose recordings significantly expand the cultural heritage on display at the Music Library and 
other state-sponsored sites. Having opened with the physical fragments of a once thriving 
cassette culture in Cairo, this history of Egypt through the lens of audiocassette technology now 
concludes by considering these traces in relation to the historical study of Middle Eastern media. 
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Conclusion 
 
The Future of Middle Eastern Media Past 
 
 On two popular Instagram pages committed to showcasing what daily life looks like in 
modern Egypt, “#cairosaturdaywalks” and “everydayegypt,” audiocassette technology haunts 
several photographs. Bakers, barbers, and ironers, carpenters, retailers, and pedestrians, all 
appear alongside cassette players and audiotapes in pictures spanning selfies, action shots, and 
landscapes. In one such scene, a middle-aged man chisels away at a piece of wood as the 
concrete walls of his small workshop gradually crumble around him (see Image 6.1). Among the 
objects that surface behind the craftsman are a measuring stick, crosscut saw, and cassette radio, 
which, with the exception of a few strips of tape, seems to be largely intact and perhaps even 
operational. In another setting, a young lady stares straight ahead in a workspace that is barely 
more colorful than her grey attire (see Image 6.2). Amidst the metal instruments that surround 
the anonymous woman is a black boombox, which sits in plain sight yet goes nearly unnoticed. 
Despite the differences between these two images and dozens of others online, cassettes and the 
machines that play them seldom constitute the focal points of any photos. Once the center of 
countless advertisements, editorials, cartoons, snapshots, and letters to the editor, audiotape 
technology now rests firmly on the margins of Instagram galleries and other virtual platforms. 
 In an effort to demonstrate how the untold story of a once central technology may be 
mobilized as a powerful lens to better understand Egyptian society, Sounding History has placed 
cassette tapes, cassette players, and their diverse interlocutors into direct conversation with 
broader social, cultural, economic, and political developments unfolding mainly in the mid-to-
late 20th century. By harnessing audiocassette technology as a key to make sense of modern 
Egypt, this dissertation has accomplished three major aims. First, in the process of scrutinizing 
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the social life of sounds, from their production and preservation to their materiality and 
significance, this study has enhanced a nascent “acoustic turn" in Middle East historiography. 
Second, this investigation has expanded the methodological horizons of Middle East scholarship 
by introducing and illuminating Egypt’s “shadow archive.” In the course of navigating primary 
audio, visual, and textual materials from both formal and informal sites, this interdisciplinary 
endeavor has encouraged readers to think more critically about archives in the Middle East, the 
sources that comprise them, and the sorts of studies they impede or enable. Lastly, by engaging 
cassette tapes and cassette players as points of departure for unpacking Egypt’s past, this 
dissertation has reoriented prevailing discussions of media in the Middle East, which tend to 
privilege only the most recent mass mediums, and has illustrated what insights the vibrant 
biography of one everyday technology may contribute to writing a nation-state’s modern history. 
 
 
Image 6.1 A carpenter fast at work in Cairo (2015). 
Photo courtesy of Hadeer Mahmoud. 
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Image 6.2 A young lady poses in a workshop (2016). Photo courtesy of Raghda Zeina. 
 
 In addition to providing a fresh perspective on sound, archives, and technology, Sounding 
History has presented the first in depth analysis of Egypt’s cassette culture. In chapters 1 and 2, I 
detailed the making of this cassette culture in relation to a growing culture of consumption. 
Covering the marketing, movement, production, and acquisition of audiotape technology, I 
unpacked the mass medium’s early development in modern Egypt and offered an alternative 
history of economic change through one commodity’s complex commercial landscape. After 
documenting the origins of Egypt’s cassette culture in chapters 1 and 2, I turned to a series of 
“cassette encounters.” While the exact characteristics of these exchanges varied, I argued that 
they similarly drew inspiration from the de-centralization of state-controlled Egyptian media at 
the hands of cassette users, who became cultural “producers” as opposed to mere “consumers,” 
long before the advent of satellite television and the Internet. In chapter 3, I cast new light on the 
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circulation of cassette technology in the cases of piracy and the creation of a subversive song. I 
traced the efforts of public figures to better control cultural production by bringing an end to 
counterfeit cassettes and charted the trajectory of a provocative anthem that forcefully challenged 
the Egyptian government’s “official story” of Richard Nixon’s visit and the sonorous spectacle it 
engendered. In chapter 4, I pivoted to another subject inflamed by the circulation of cassette 
technology: the perceived demise of public taste. By exploring the attempts of state-controlled 
outlets to fashion “cultured” citizens, the wide range of sounds resonating on tapes, and the work 
performed by vulgarizing particular cassette recordings and their interlocutors in print, I revealed 
how many attacks on the mass medium concerned not only the alleged “welfare” of listeners, but 
also who generated “culture” and what embodied “art” during a period of immense change. 
Finally, in chapter 5, I broke new ground for future “ethnographies of sound” through 
undertaking a micro-history of cassette technology. By harnessing the material remnants of a 
once expansive cassette culture, as well as the marginalized voices of three individuals, I called 
attention to the politics of producing, preserving, and studying cultural items in modern Egypt. 
 At the same time, the arguments advanced in this analysis raise a number of intriguing 
questions, which, although beyond the scope of this study, nonetheless merit further exploration. 
To consider only a few of these inquiries, how may a history of records compel us to rethink 
colonialism, cosmopolitanism, and cultural production in Egypt under the British occupation? 
What may a history of radio add to our understanding of imperial rivalries, regional politics, and 
competing ideologies across the Middle East? How may a historically rigorous account of 
videocassettes enrich treatments of religiosity, recreation, and subject formation from North 
Africa to the Arabian Peninsula? Furthermore, how will scholars write these histories? Will 
libraries, academic centers, and official archives in and outside of the Middle East provide 
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answers to these topics? Or, will attics, storage lockers, and street markets supply experts with 
valuable clues that supplement and escape conventional collections? Finally, what disciplinary 
boundaries will these examinations cross and how may the intersections of social history, 
cultural anthropology, and sound studies prove particularly productive for re-imagining the 
modern Middle East? Regardless of the research these questions inspire, one thing is certain. 
Future scholarship on past Middle Eastern media must inspect technologies we take for granted, 
placing everyday items into conversation with wider historical matters, lest records, radios, and 
videocassettes, not to mention countless other technologies, be reduced to Instagram specters. 
 To conclude, for one week in October 2016, a commercial space once belonging to 
Kodak in downtown Cairo transformed, momentarily, into a museum exhibit. Limited to a single 
room, the articles on display evoked Egypt’s modern, not ancient, past. Among the products to 
appear on rectangular table in the center of the gallery were a chess set, a hand-broom, a 
cigarette box, and a glass milk bottle. Two sewing machines (Nefertiti and Singer), a pair of 
radios (Telimisr and Banha), and a telephone switchbox accompanied these objects, which were 
joined by a taximeter, a family portrait, and a talcum powder canister, along with a few other 
things. Near the table, a Coca-Cola cooler stood against a wall, a sequin dress cascaded down a 
mannequin, and an Arabic-letter typewriter sat atop a pedestal a few feet away from an eye chart 
mounted on a metal stand. On the room’s white walls, select texts, including pages from national 
newspapers like al-Jumhuriyya, surfaced in frames, while a poster, titled “Industry,” hung from a 
piece of string and depicted Egyptians hard at work. Together, all of these materials bolstered a 
larger initiative: the “Modern Egypt Project,” a recent undertaking led by the British Museum in 
London to display the history of Egypt over the past century through everyday artifacts. 
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 The goals of the “Modern Egypt Project” are essentially two-fold. On the one hand, it 
aims to demonstrate how Egypt’s modern history may be collected, embodied, and presented to a 
global audience. On the other hand, the project attempts to re-envision traditional representations 
of Egypt with which onlookers are already familiar. In these regards, Sounding History shares 
much in common with the “Modern Egypt Project.” By showing how Egypt’s recent past may be 
elucidated through the lens of audiocassette technology, this dissertation makes a case for 
placing audiotapes and cassette players “on the table” at the Cairo showcase. Additionally, the 
study at hand challenges readers to think in more panoramic terms that exceed any one museum 
initiative, mass medium, or nation-state, insofar as it poses a simple question. What may other 
media technologies and material items teach us about the history of not only Egypt and the 
greater Middle East, but also any number of places around the world? The answers to this 
question, no doubt, will assume many different forms. The starting point of each response, 
however, is one and the same. To re-imagine the past, we need only begin by reconsidering the 
ordinary things that surround us. 
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